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Philosophy and the Perils of Popularisation  
Report on the philosophy event at Borders, Oxford Street London on May 17th 
1999 organised by The Philosopher’s Magazine. 

Tim LeBon 

As I fought my way out of Oxford Circus tube past hordes of commuters hurrying 
home in the opposite direction, I mused over the dangers of an event calling itself 
“Philosophy and the Perils of Popularisation”—what if no-one turns up? Do the 
speakers then talk amongst themselves about the perils of non-popularisation? I 
needn’t have worried—over a hundred people attended, and there was standing 
room only by the time I arrived. This, to see two philosophers who, though well- 
respected in the world of philosophy, are hardly household names. Interestingly 
these two protagonists, Nigel Warburton and Simon Glendinning, stand at 
different poles not only on the popularisation debate but also that over British 
Analytic versus Continental philosophy. Warburton is a self-confessed populariser 
who has written a series of extremely useful books aimed at the intelligent non-
specialist, most notably Philosophy: The Basics. He is also a critic of what he sees as 
the worst excesses of Continental philosophy, having made no apologies for 
excluding Being and Time from Philosophy: The Classics because it was “unnecessarily 
obscure”. Such words would not have endeared him to Glendinning, a Heidegger 
man and editor of The Edinburgh Encyclopedia of Continental Philosophy. 

Warburton started the debate like a card-carrying analytic philosopher by 
clarifying the concept of “popularisation” and distinguishing different senses of 
the term. First there are the Dennetts, Nagels and Singers of this world, an all too 
rare breed of philosophers with original insights written in a style that draws a 
wide audience. This group Warburton clearly held in high esteem, more so than 
the second group, whom he pejoratively described as dispensing philosophy as a 
“sugared pill”. Sophie’s World, where the history of philosophy is made more 
palatable by being part of a novel, is the example that springs to mind. Warburton 
suggested this trend was too dominant—philosophy should not need gimmicks to 
make it interesting. I would agree that if people are to read one philosophy book, 
they could do better than Sophie’s World. On the other hand, hasn’t this attracted a 
lot of new people into philosophy? Certainly Sophie’s World can have done no 
harm at all to Warburton’s own career as the third kind of populariser, the writer 
of straight introductions to philosophy—with no sugar and no claims to originality 
either. 

Having clarified the concept of “popularisation”, Warburton proceeded to 
offer hints about how to write good popularisations. First, you need to draw 
people into the questions under discussion and get them thinking through the 
issues for themselves. Next, you should to make the ideas as simple as possible, 
using straightforward language rather than jargon—as Einstein said “make 
everything as simple as possible, but no simpler”. Finally popularisers must be 
concrete and use lots of specific examples to illustrate their points. Warburton 
even suggested that by following these rules, the writer would come to 
understand the subject better themselves—as John Searle said “if you can’t say it 
simply, you haven’t understood it”—a pot-shot at some Continentals, perhaps ?  
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Glendenning began, Marc Anthony-like, implying he had come not to bury 
popularisation or Analytic philosophy but rather to make an appeal for philosophy 
as a whole. His words cast doubt on the reality of Continental/Analytic split, but 
his actions reinforced the need for exactly this distinction. My experience of 
Warburton and Glendenning’s talks closely matched that of reading Analytic and 
Continental philosophy. It was the difference between reading Aristotle’s clear and 
useful, yet somewhat dry, classifications and Sartre, where argument is interlaced 
with rhetoric and tales of seduction and Parisian waiters. 

Glendenning was in combinative mood, hoisting Warburton with his own 
petard. When he had cited Searle and Einstein, wasn’t he guilty of the “truth by 
authority” fallacy straight out of Warburton’s own Thinking from A to Z? He 
proceeded to raise a paradox to embarrass the Analytics even more—why was it 
that “obscure” Continentals were read more than “clear” Analytic philosophers. 
Certainly Sartre, Foucault and Derrida are better known to the general public than 
their Analytic counterparts. Moving on to popularisation, Glendenning dissented 
from Warburton’s view that simplicity was good, citing Derrida on the dangers of 
over-simplification. Philosophy is complicated, and that is how it should be 
presented. It seemed to me that this was an over-simplification itself, and perhaps 
the distinction between “simplifying” and “over-simplifying” and some examples 
of what he meant might have helped—but that wasn’t Glendenning’s style. 

Listening to the debate as a consultant philosopher, popularisation may seem 
less of a peril than an opportunity. One has a vested interest in popularising (more 
than academics do)—yet of course one wants to avoid the dreaded criticism of 
“dumbing down”. This topic was tackled by Peter Raabe in the last issue of 
Practical Philosophy in his plea for “philosophy in plain English”, a thought which 
might also help towards solving Glendenning’s paradox. Why is it that Continental 
philosophers have caught the public imagination? One possible answer is that 
they have dealt with issues that matter, and done so in non-technical language. 
Conversely Analytic philosophers, in the main, deal with abstruse topics using 
alienating technical jargon. The challenge for consultant philosophers, like 
popularisers, is to combine the Continentals’ interest in philosophy that matters 
with the Analytic’s clarity and rigour—yet to do so in a language and style which 
is understandable and interesting to non-specialists. In other words one needs the 
best of both worlds, and when one looks around for an example it becomes clear 
that in one sense the Continental/English split is indeed misplaced. If anyone 
combined these merits it was surely the ancient Greeks. The challenge for 
consultant philosophers is to return philosophy to the market-place.  
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