Who Is The Best Phllosopher‘?

The following answers to this essential piece of philosophical gossip each win a signed
copy of The Kingdom of Infinite Space by Raymond Tallis. In the best philosophical tradi-
tion, nobody got more than one unequivocal vote, so nobody is unequivocally the best.

The answer is: an archetype

‘The best philosopher is not an individual but rather an
archetype, possessing certain qualifying traits which authentic
romancers of wisdom will strive to attain. First, the consum-
mate philosopher must emulate the inquisitional intrepidness of
Socrates: they must be fearless in challenging existing ideas and
paradigms, even at the risk of the forced consumption of an
untherapeutic dose of tasty hemlock. The paragon philosopher
must be familiar with many systems of thought, yet identify
with no single religion or doctrine: for what are dogmas to a
lover of truth but an accumulation of detritus which impedes
the quest? Faith is what happens when we lose faith in our-
selves, intimates Lao Tzu. Thus the authentic seeker embraces
the advice of Kahlil Gibran, and makes his /ife his temple and
religton. The ultimate philosopher also understands Jesus’
- assertion that “the Kingdom of Heaven is within you,” and they
realize, as did John Milton, that the mind “can make a Heaven
of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.” On the advice of Confucius, the
ideal philosopher seeks not flattery, nor do they shun repri-
mand: rather, they rejoice in hearing their errors, knowing that
the truth is one step closer. They compete with nobody except
themselves, espousing Muhammad’s maxim that we need only
be greater today than we were yesterday. There isn’t a care for
dominance over others, but only victory over oneself, as Bud-
dha suggested. The supreme philosopher is also not enslaved by
longings for wealth or hedonism: “For what good is it to gain
the world,” asks Jesus, “if we lose our very selves?” Following
Bertrand Russell, a Casanova of wisdom is seduced not only by
rruth but also by beauty and passion. They distinguish between
loneliness and aloneness, and like a mystic, are not repulsed by
the latter, but enchanted. An existential hazard to the ordinary
person, solitude provides the model philosopher adequate time
for self-reflection, to fulfil the immortalized Greek axiom gnothi
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rary problems. Simon Blackburn’s book Think (1999) is a

instance in which he persuasively demonstrates these qualities;

® They draw rationally, impartially and critically upon
understanding stemming from both the empirical sciences and
the arts. The works Memory and Imagination published by
Mary Warnock provides convincing instances of this capacity;

® Via whatever medium, they communicate clearly, cogently
and effectively, both with peers and the interested public, in
engaging, ingenuous and good-humoured ways. The broad-
casts and writing of contemporary philosopher Anthony
Grayling seem clearly to possess these merits;

® They are able to anticipate and address significant areas in
need of philosophical enquiry, in open-minded, challenging
ways. Peter Singer’s work on bioethics deals with acutely con-
troversial matters facing contemporary society;

® 'T'hey are in pursuit of the philosophical enterprise,
including repudiating earlier conclusions when no longer ten-
able. Wittgenstein’s significant shift from a ‘picture theory’ of
language to a ‘tool theory’ is a striking, enlightening instance;

* T'hey have made contributions to the subject which trans-
form understanding and persist in their relevance. Plato is the
supreme example — so much so that, as we are frequently
reminded, the history of Western philosophy is a series of foot-
notes to his work. Though not as ‘supreme’, Leibniz’s exposi-
tion of the distinction between ‘analytic’ and ‘synthetic’ state-
ments nonetheless has continuing implications. Mention of
this also brings to mind the profoundly influential first Critigue
of Immanuel Kant, wherein the relationships between'these
apparently distinct kinds of propositions are extensively and
penetratingly explored.

But to the extent that a conclusion is possible, David Hume
has been regarded as the greatest of all British philosophers,
and, like Grayling, was valued for his geniality. According to

seauton, ‘know thyself’ — because like Socrates, they have
accepted that the unexamined life is not worth living.
SHAWN HARTE, DEATH ROW, NEVADA

The answer is: David Hume

Objective selection of ‘the best’ would require an awareness
of all philosophers, an up-to-date acquaintance with their
work, and unequivocal criteria for ‘best’. Since none of these
requirements can be met, one approach is to answer the ques-
tion by reference to possible criteria, and cite some philoso-
phers who exemplify them. The best philosopher is one who:

® s discerningly cognizant of the broad field of philosophy,
and 1s capable of insightful analysis of its particular ‘bones’ — of
revealing the bearing that this philosophy has on contempo-

his friend Adam Smith, Hume came “as near perfection as any

human being possibly could,” and was acknowledged by Kant

as instrumental in rousing him from his “dogmatic slumber.”
COLIN BROOKES, WOODHOUSE EAVES, LEICESTERSHIRE

The answer is: Thomas Malthus
The best philosopher has to be the one who most com-
pletely addresses our circumstances. Accordingly I propose the
clergyman and economist, Thomas Malthus (1766-1834).
Malthus said, “the power of population is indefinitely greater
than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man.”
(An Essay on the Principle of Population, 1798, p5.) In the face of

this, and looking at the present turmoil, where hungry people

are on the streets rocking governments, don’t tell me Malthus is
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not important. He encapsulates our present and puts before all
of us the twin decisions of how long we will live, and how.

Malthus has taken quite a bashing over the years, partly for
technical reasons — for example, he badly underestimated the
capacity of agriculture to make gains in productivity. His sub-
ject matter and style of presentation were also seen by many as
objectionable. I live in a village not three miles from Albury in
Surrey where he was appointed curate in 1797. I frequent the
same ale-houses where, he claimed, the ‘labouring poor’ squan-
dered any contributions they received (through the Poor Law)
from the rich. Little wonder that Malthus has been sidelined
and scen as politically incorrect. Yet Darwin admitted that this
man was his inspiration tor On the Origin of Species.

For Malthus ‘substance’ was the key to supporting popula-
tion; “want was the goad that drove the Scythian shepherds
from their native haunts...” The link of this historical flashback
to the circumstances of today is striking. Only last week, the
UN High Commuissioner for Refugees pointed out that soaring
food prices and the effects of global warming were driving ever
more people from their homes, and that Europe was the
‘tavoured destination’ for asylum seekers (F7; 18 June, 2008).

Malthus is a thinker for our time: although terror keeps us
on our toes, population growth is the one to watch. But now,
like Europe, I am running out of space.

JOHN CROSTHWAITE, GUILDFORD, SURREY

The answer Is: John Stuart Mill

There can be little argument: John Stuart Mill. But he
won'’t receive strong support. Many have criticised Mill’s phi-
losophy, but in it, and in his life, he gave us more than any
other thinker. He even provided an overarching answer to the
question ‘How can we best lead our lives?’ Mill gave us the
pursuit of happiness and the avoidance of pain. In the century
since, philosophers building on his ideas (Frankena,
Beauchamp and Childress, and others) have emphasised the
prevention of harm (rather than pain) even more than the cre-
ation of happiness, which was what Mill focused on. For happi-
ness we are still searching — we are no further ahead than Mill.

The criticisms come from renowned sources — Bernard
Williams, John Rawls, Martha Nussbaum are some. But every
criticism can be refuted by statements found in Mill’s works.
Merely to maximise happiness is wrong, they claim — fostering
evils such as sadism, or otherwise committing a wrong to gain
happiness. They are misreading Mill, however, for his words
are crystal clear: “The moral rules which forbid mankind to
hurt one another... (which include wrongtul interference with
each others’ freedom) are more important to human well-being
than any maxims [eg utilitarian ones].” Most critics write as
though Mill never made this statement. Yet Mill put preventing
harm at the highest level — overriding happiness. His On Liberty
gives us the powertul guideline, “The only purpose for which
power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civi-
lized community... is to prevent harm to others.” This is where
Rawls and Nussbaum depart from Mill.

Critics also claim that utilitarianism does not distinguish
between individuals sufficiently — that the good of the majority
can override that of a minority. Certainly it can — but not if the

34 Philosophy Now e November/December 2008

o00d of the majority harms another, or inflicts an injustice.
Rules of justice “concern the essentials of human well-being
more nearly, and therefore are of more absolute obligation,
than any other rules for the guidance of lite,” Mill said.

But Mill’s values are not only in his written words, they
were built into his personal life: shown in his campaign against
slavery; his support for the French revolution; his defence of
human rights; his work as a parliamentarian and university rec-
tor, and his love of Harriet Taylor, to whom he gave credit for
much of his thinking. The two of them were among the earli-
est advocates of women’s rights. They lived in Avignon, where
she died after too short a marriage. He now lies beside her.

DR PETER BOWDEN, PHILOSOPHY DEPT, UNIV. OF SYDNEY

The answer is: Confucius

Who 1s the best philosopher? Though I have little enthusi-
asm for utilitarianism, this question calls for a response similar
to a utilitarian ethical calculation: the best philosopher is the
one whose legacy has had the greatest positive influence upon
the lives of the most people. That philosopher is Confucius.

The ethics of K’ung Ch’iu or K’ung Fu-tzu are both social
and political. He was the editor/author of the Five Classics, and
his seminal work, the Analects, has been far more influential
than Daoism, Legalism, or Mohism (a Chinese utilitarian phi-
losophy which anticipated Bentham and Mill more than 2000
years ago). Jesuit translations introduced Confucius to Europe
and were important to the Enlightenment.

In the Analects, Confucius employs dialogue nearly a century
before Socrates and Plato. His theories of familial loyalty and
ancestor worship are the basis for ideal government, and evolve
from three concepts. Lz is ethical action, which arises from nat-

ural law and not from traditional ceremony. V7 arises from
social reciprocity. Ren translates as empathy and responsibility
toward others. These are condensed as the Golden Rule [‘Do
unto others...’], or, expressed in the negative, the Silver Rule -
one should not impose upon another what one would not
choose for oneself. Virtuous government will follow when
thoughts, words and actions are dedicated to Truth.

For 2,500 years Confucianism has influenced individual
behavior and shaped political institutions in China, Japan,
Korea and Southeast Asia. From the fall of the Roman Empire
to the Tudor Dynasty, China was by any measure the world’s
most advanced civilization, and it is the oldest continuing civi-
lization. The past 400 years have been a struggle for it, but the
dragon has awakened. Let us hope that it has read Confucius.

JAMES W. WILLIAMS, ELIZABETH CITY, NORTH CAROLINA

The answer is: Pythagoras

By what criteria does one judge this? The philosopher with
the most influence through history? The philosopher who
made the greatest contribution to ethics or to epistemology?
The philosopher who provided the best answers to all the big
questions? I'm not sure there is a ‘best philosopher’, because
philosophy 1s not a competition like the Olympics. But I will
settle for Pythagoras, because I believe he really has had the
biggest influence historically, and because he was a true poly-
math, even though all evidence of his teachings, his discoveries

and his ‘school’ are second-hand at best.






