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Teaching Philosophy through problems or why philosophy teaching is 
problematic

Martin Cohen

Philosophy is that process in which knowledge - quintessentially about truth, goodness and beauty - is transmitted, 
from the teacher to the pupil.

It can be a painful process, a hard process, often, for both the teacher and the pupil. Wittgenstein, that celebrated 
philosophical icon, famously punched a recalcitrant girl student, causing her nose to bleed, for failing to understand 
one of his logical points.

That's an extreme position, but perhaps an indicative one. How many times have I seen the alternative sort of 
intellectual mugging take place, when distinguished philosophy tutor meets ignorant and unappreciative student? (Or 
colleague, for that matter.) Fear, indeed, used to stalk the lecture rooms of a certain university I was a teaching in, 
when it was time for 'logic class' - students who sat at the front were vulnerable to being asked questions, so the bulk 
of students sat at the back (or missed the lectures completely).

And yes, a similar sort of fear can be detected in more genial philosophical discussions and tutorials too. The so-
called senior seminars work on this sort of 'macho' battle between intellects - or is it egos? - as philosophical facts 
are exchanged like barbed arrows and logical theories set like so many saw-tooth traps, waiting to snap shut on the 
ankle of the unwary.

For philosophy seems to attract the egotistical, and the pursuit of beauty, truth and goodness comes very low down 
on their list of priorities.

Even if we are seeking to install one set of philosophical-historical facts, as it were, into students, it would still, in my 
view, be a very inefficient and counterproductive tactic to do so by merely lecturing, or rambling in a monotone at 
them. Because learning does not take place under such conditions. Philosophers disparage philosophers of 
education, but educationalists know the humdrum facts of teaching: after an hour's lecture, only 5% of the 
information is transmitted - in any sense. Much of it did not go in one ear and out the other - it never even went in. 
Jazzy lecturing, with overheads, music, slides, OHPs, still using the 'delivery' model of the philosophical curriculum, 
can raise this to about 25%, for a skilled public speaker. But only active participation by the students - what 
unfortunately defaults to being 'the audience' - can offer any hope of achieving more than 50% retention of the 
philosophical debate.

So that is why the approach to philosophy, not as a body of knowledge but centred around questions, or problems, 
should be taken up again. It was, after all, always central to Ancient Greek philosophy, and to the Socratic method.

But today's lecturers do not seem to know how to ask a real question, as opposed to a 'teacher question', which has 
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a preferred answer (perhaps already written down, by teacher, in a hand-out.)

Is Rawls a modus vivendi liberal?

Is it necessarily the case that life-phenomena must be grounded in some life-principle and soul distinct from 
ordinary bodies?

What are the main differences between eudaimonistic and deontic moral theories?

These are 'teacher questions'. They shut down thinking, they suppress philosophical thought. Even apparently 'user-
friendly' ones like:

If there is a form of water on Mars which looks identical to our earthly water, but has a chemical formula 
H3O2, is that water?

Is snow white?

are cloying, and appeal only to certain set, rote responses. All these questions exist only within a pre-determined, pre-
rehearsed framework of assumptions and responses. A philosophy debate appears to take place, but somehow 
philosophising itself is the one thing that is absent.

The best sort of questions for philosophising are those which are likely to engage the 'audience's' interest - and these 
often (but not absolutely always!) are ones with a range of possible responses, allowing scope for free and creative 
thinking. They're ideally ones where the lecturer or teacher should be able to be surprised, to maybe even leave the 
class or seminar group with their view changed.

Now this, I know, sounds a little bit like trendy teaching, educationalist sentimentality, but for philosophy in particular 
it is also methodologically sound. We talk often of the foolishness of scientific folk with their imagined sense of the 
progression of knowledge - but then comfortably accumulate orthodoxies of our own. We learn names and labels for 
ethical theories as though this is sufficient to be considered an expert on ethical issues. (No wonder so may 
philosophers seem to lack even the most rudimentary sense of right and wrong - or alternatively be able to offer a 
consistent position on why they believe there is no distinction.)

When I conducted a survey of philosophy teaching, in the early 1980s, I was struck by the enormous interest in 
radical new approaches to the subject (then recovering from government attack, of course). The EHE report reflects 
this upsurge in interest. But what was also apparent to me, both through conversations with departments and through 
observations, was the rock-solid conservatism of the UK philosophy teachers. They were not going to change their 
methods, only talk about changing them. For philosophers are, at heart, amongst the most conservative of all the 
intellectual animals.

Of course, students are a conservative bunch too, in their own way, and are both reassured and rested by an hour's 
slow delivery of disassociated philosophical trivia, but the only hope, as I see it, for the subject, is if it becomes more 
student-centred, with students influencing the form and the content of their classes.

The philosophical supertanker is changing direction, and as part of this, problems-based courses are appearing. A 
wider range of material is now acceptable, a wider range of issues addressed. (Not just whether snow really is white, 
or Socrates was a bachelor.)

It will require, however, a new sort of philosophy tutor to help make the change. Maybe they themselves might say, 
such an open-minded, interesting, non-authority bound philosopher ceases by definition to be a philosopher. 
Certainly, the bulk of philosophy teaching nowadays is by people who share very little common expertise with the 
previous generation - sociologists, literary theorists, 'general studies' teachers. But I think this is no bad thing. For as 
Socrates is supposed to have said, if he had one advantage over other philosophers, it was that he at least knew 
how little he was an expert on.
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Martin Cohen is editor of The Philosopher. His book, '101 Philosophy Problems', suggests the sort of range of 
issues and philosophical material that can be approached through (generally) open questions, based on simple 
scenarios, neither requiring additional 'expert' knowledge or depending on reference to outside authority: Reviews. 
Two example problems are on the Philosophical Society web site at: 
http://atschool.eduweb.co.uk/cite/staff/philosopher/reviews/101problems.htm.
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