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The Teaching of Philosophy

Wolfe Mays

Philosophy is in some ways a typical 'arts', non-vocational subject, presumably introduced into University curricula, 
because of its alleged capacity for widening the student's intellectual horizon. It is also a subject which may suffer as 
a result of increasing encroachments by scientific and technological subjects. Hence, it is of some importance to see 
what educational benefits the student may derive from its study, and what methods may best be employed to teach it.

The student's first acquaintance with philosophy can often be disappointing. The problems discussed, although close 
to ordinary experience, are treated in an abstract and unfamiliar manner. The discussions of questions involving 
values seem rather different from the more descriptive factual discussions found in other subjects. Students often go 
through a period of bewilderment, before they come to appreciate the difference between norms and facts.

The trouble, then, with philosophy as a subject is not that there are occasional difficult parts which the student cannot 
grasp, but that he is unable to find his bearings at first. Philosophers sometimes say that they teach philosophy by 
throwing the student in at the deep end. In other words little concession is made to his unfamiliarity with philosophical 
concepts and terminology. It is assumed that the puzzlement thus produced will make him more receptive to new 
modes of thought. However, this approach seems only to be of value to the good student; the weaker brethren 
remain baffled and fall by the wayside.

The study of philosophy is not helped by the fact that philosophy has traditionally covered a number of topics, e.g. 
ethics, aesthetics, logic, the history of philosophy, and at one time such subjects as political economy and 
psychology. These topics may often have little overlap except that they are concerned with normative rather than 
factual questions.

Another difficulty stems from the fact that the teacher's actual conception of philosophy will affect his mode of 
teaching it. If he believes philosophy to be largely an analytical and critical enquiry, he will no doubt spend much time 
analysing the meaning of words, making tidy verbal distinctions, and trying to clear up verbal confusions. On the 
other hand, if he is of a more speculative case of mind, he may be interested in following out general themes as they 
are exhibited in different aspects of our experience, and in this way bringing out elements they may have in common. 
A student's performance in a particular philosophy course, may then depend a good deal upon whether his natural 
intellectual attitudes, i.e. whether he is analytical or speculative [143] in his approach to philosophical questions, fit in 
with those of his teacher.

Questions relating to the teaching of philosophy have in recent years excited a certain among of interest among 
philosophers. In some ways it seems to be a defence reaction: the ordinary man in the street looks upon philosophy 
as a highly esoteric subject, which he has difficulty in comprehending. This is reflected in such statements as that 
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studying philosophy is like looking for a black cat in a dark room. This no doubt is a popular rendering of Hegel's 
saying that the Owl of Minerva flies only at night. There is also a deeply rooted belief that philosophy can in some 
ways help us to come to terms with the problems of our day-to-day existence especially those having an ethical 
character. The latter view is more fashionable in contemporary continental thought - as seen in the tremendous 
vogue of existentialism - than in present day British philosophising.

Probably because of these two conflicting attitudes, and the desire even among those academic philosophers who 
decry any attempt to show that philosophy is of practical use, to justify their own existence, there have been in recent 
years a number of discussions as to the part to be played by philosophy teaching in the University. Most of them 
have largely concerned themselves with the content of what is taught and the kind of student this teaching should be 
directed to, rather than to the methods of teaching it.

In Great Britain shortly after World War II, when there were large numbers of ex-service men at the Universities, who 
showed an interest in the study of philosophy, a discussion took place in the Universities Quarterly ['Philosophy at 
the Universities', Universities Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 4, August 1947] on the aims and purpose of philosophy 
teaching. Lord Samuel in his introductory article, asked what should be the purpose of Professors of Philosophy: to 
reproduce their kind; to produce new specialists to teach their subjects; or to guide and influence the lives of ordinary 
men who are engaged in the practical activities of the world?

The articles contributed by professional philosophers were less concerned with questions of practical relevance. 
They centred round the question whether philosophy should be taught mainly in specialized courses, or in 
conjunction with other subjects such as classics, history and the natural and social sciences. Those who supported 
the latter view argued that a study of philosophy would enrich the study of these other subjects, which in their turn 
would widen the student's philosophical perspective. This brought forth the response that such an approach might 
lead to superficiality. It was argued that a study of philosophical problems in depth would give the student a better 
appreciation of philosophy, than any wider study.

The discussion then turned largely around such questions as: at what kind of student should philosophy teaching be 
directed - to [144] specialists or to all University students; what should be its content; should it be constructive or 
analytical, etc. There was little examination of the methods actually in use in teaching philosophy, and as to how they 
might be improved. It was somehow assumed that once having been appointed to the staff of a University, a 
philosophy teacher would naturally teach well, and that if the teaching is ineffective the onus must fall on the student.

There was some discussion, however, of the informal tutorial, as opposed to the formal lecture. Oxford-trained 
philosophers were highly appreciative of the value of the former as an effective method of teaching, taking account 
as it did of the individual difficulties of the student. In opposition to the cult of the tutorial, one Scottish philosopher 
emphasized (a) the importance of the magisterial lecture, and (b) the value of writing extended essays which brought 
out scholarly qualities, rather than desultory short ones presented at tutorials, which he thought encouraged high-
class journalism rather than scholarship. Although the contributors differed amongst themselves as to the nature of 
philosophy, they would all have united against the view that the function of philosophy was to preach or put forward 
any form of dogmatism. They would also have agreed with the statement of one of them, that the function of 
philosophy was to broaden the student's mental horizon, inculcating habits of critical and exact thought, and 
promoting a spirit of intellectual tolerance.

About five years later Unesco conducted an international enquiry into the teaching of philosophy, by distributing a 
questionnaire to departments of philosophy in different parts of the world [The Teaching of Philosophy: An 
International Enquiry, Unesco, Paris, 1953]. Any international enquiry as to the most adequate and efficient way of 
teaching philosophy immediately comes up against the fact that unlike, say physics, the conception of its nature and 
functions differs in different countries. For some philosophers the teaching of philosophy is expected to provide 
sound reasons for accepting certain values, others regard it merely as a training of the critical faculties. Indeed, 
existentialism in France, and philosophical analysis in England are so very different in aims and methods that there 

Page 2 of 7



seems very little hope of bringing them together. They typify very different conceptions of the nature of philosophical 
enquiry. In one case it is primarily a philosophical specialism, in the other a way of life.

The object of the questionnaire was, we are told, to gain an accurate idea of the various aspects, and the 
significance of teaching philosophy in a certain number of countries faced with different problems. Apart from 
questions relating to the aims and functions of philosophy, others were concerned with the content and modes of 
organization of philosophy courses, the spirit in which the subject was taught, teaching syllabuses and methods, text-
books and examinations. A number of questions dealt with the place and role of philosophy teaching in [145] the life 
of the community. These were no doubt directed to countries where philosophy was studied as a school subject, and 
where it was assumed to have some practical consequence.

The report made the point that before we can determine the significance of philosophy and the role of the teacher, 
we must have a clear idea of the peculiar characteristics of philosophy as a branch of knowledge. Philosophy, 
compared to other disciplines, it went on, had a unique character. It was concerned with a range of problems of 
interest not only to specialists, but to all men and women. Philosophical problems were defined very widely as human 
problems dealt with in a coherent fashion. Although the sentiments expressed in the report are laudable, the 
conception of philosophy from which it starts is not one which would get much sympathy from the more academic 
philosopher. Nevertheless, most of the respondents did believe that philosophy can have some practical value in 
making the ordinary man think more clearly, and in giving him a better appreciation of values.

The teaching of philosophy was also said to differ from that of other subjects. Apparently, its main function was to 
train the individual to think for himself, the acquisition of knowledge being regarded as subordinate. Philosophy it was 
claimed had its own particular mode of procedure which distinguished it from literary, legal and other forms of 
thought. Presumably by this the report had in mind the dialectic method of question and answer, which is such a 
distinguishing feature of the Platonic dialogue and philosophic discussion in general.

The report went on to enumerate some of the other aims of philosophy teaching: they were (a) to impart an 
understanding of philosophical problems, (b) to make the student more appreciative of philosophical reflection, (c) to 
help him to form judgments which are neither too detached nor too dogmatic and (d) to inspire respect for other 
people's points of view, thus promoting tolerance and deeper understanding.

It noted criticisms which had been made of philosophy teaching. These cam under two headings: (1) it is said to be 
too abstract, academic and remote from reality, (2) it offers scope for ideological, political and religious propaganda. 
The first criticism was met by saying that if this occurred, it was because the subject was not taught as it should be, 
namely, with due reference to actual experience, the data of modern science, the significance of art and culture, and 
social and moral problems.

As for (2), it was argued that the task of philosophy should be to define problems and not to lay down dogmatic 
solutions. The student should be encouraged to develop his own intellectual capacities, to learn to respect other 
people's opinions and to be able to assess values objectively.

British philosophers who tend to regard their subject primarily as an academic one, were not particularly happy with 
the questions which presupposed that philosophy was a panacea for the moral ills of mankind. They also objected to 
questions which seemed to suggest that philosophy should be ideologically orientated.

[146] As Mackinnon said, 'It is certainly true that the British philosophers would see a real Trahison des Clercs in 
the suggestion that their task is to indoctrinate their pupils. There is however no incompatibility between such a 
refusal and the admission of an obligation to introduce those pupils to the complex richness of the European 
inheritance as it reveals itself in the tension and oppositions of philosophical thought and style' [The Teaching of 
Philosophy: An International Enquiry, Unesco, Paris, 1953, p.147.]

Teachers of other disciplines will no doubt be impatient with the claim that philosophy is a unique subject, because of 
its emphasis on independent thinking rather than the acquisition of knowledge. Whatever the merits of this claim, it 
nevertheless represents a certain conception of philosophy. As the report expresses it, philosophical enquiry does 
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not regard the body of knowledge as made up of definitely established truths, but endeavours instead to clarify our 
concepts and terminology. Such a position has, it will be noted, much in common with the analytic approach to 
philosophy.

Philosophy on such a view is primarily a method (an activity) rather than a system of beliefs or self-evident truths. 
However, this view is a comparatively recent one. Past philosophies, whether that of Plato, Aristotle or Hegel, have 
usually concerned themselves with the elaboration of such systems. Plato, for example, would put the ends of 
philosophical enquiry first, namely, truth, beauty and goodness, and the means of achieving them as secondary. It is 
true that these ends are unattainable if one does not learn to think rationally, which is why he advised his guardians 
to study geometry. Followers of Hegel and other speculative philosophers might argue that analytical philosophy 
confuses the means with the ends.

No matter what philosophical position one takes up, the student not only has to acquire modes of correct argument, 
but also a minimum of scholarly skills. Before one can hope to do any worth-while thinking for oneself, one must have 
had experience of philosophizing by others. One cannot as Wittgenstein once said philosophize on an empty 
stomach. As with other subjects, the student needs to master a corpus of knowledge, in this case the classical 
writings of the great philosophers. These may be looked upon as models of philosophizing which the student needs 
to study critically.

Further, the claim that the basic aim of philosophy teaching is to teach the student to think for himself, has been 
made for University education itself. To quote the Hale report, 'We return to the point that the main purpose of a 
University education, apart from the acquisition of knowledge, should be to teach the student to work on his own and 
to think for himself' [Report of the Committee on University Teaching Methods, London, HMSO, 1964]. How this 
desirable end is to be achieved is rarely made very clear. Is it enough to arm the student with a reading list, give him 
some wise counsel, and set him loose in the University library?

Of more interest to our present purpose is that part of the questionnaire which enquired into the actual methods used 
in teaching the subject. They were lessons (i.e. lectures) given by Professors, short [147] lessons given by students 
(i.e. seminars), free discussion among the students themselves or with members of the staff, and the writing of 
essays and tutorial discussions. From the replies to the questionnaire it was clear that the formal philosophical lesson 
or lecture plays an important part in philosophy teaching. One of its functions is (a) to reorientate the student's mind 
to the subject. Its effectiveness may depend on the teacher's general outlook and personality, something a text-book 
cannot reproduce. Other functions of the lecture, are (b) to give students the necessary basic knowledge of the 
concepts used, (c) a command of philosophical vocabulary and method, and (d) a clear appreciation of the terms of 
the problem. Such lessons we are warned are not to be a dogmatic statement of the teacher's personal convictions. 
He must not take up a partisan attitude to philosophical problems and he must see that the students themselves take 
an active part in their solution.

The formal lecture then needs supplementing by (1) the tutorial in which the student reads an essay to his teacher, 
who then discusses it with him, and by (b) the seminar where one member of the class reads a more formal paper, 
which is discussed by other class-members and the teacher. Increased teaching by discussion, it is pointed out, is 
only useful when matched with increased essay writing, which entails private study on the part of the student. It was 
also suggested that problems might be set requiring the student to do some constructive thinking of his own. If, for 
example, the class has been reading Plato's Republic, they might be asked to discuss or write papers on such 
topics as the meaning of justice, when applied to relations between nations.

Some philosophers did not believe that text-books could take the place of their own lessons. One was justified in 
using them in logic, it was said, or as a means of reducing the burden of a heavy syllabus, so that the teacher could 
give a more personal note to his teaching. They preferred the student to read the major writings of the great 
philosophers, especially with commentaries, rather than works summarizing philosophical doctrines. These texts, it 
was pointed out, embody ideas of intrinsic interest and provide models of philosophical argument.

The report, however, gave little concrete advice as to how a student ought to read a philosophical text. Joad has told 
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us how this needs to be done. A philosophy book, he says, should not be read like a novel from cover to cover. The 
student should learn to select judiciously in accordance with the topic in which he is interested. This involves an 
inspection of chapter-headings and the intelligent use of the index, reading the introduction and the preface. In this 
way, he can obtain a bird's-eye view of the book, avoid difficult and boring passages and skip repetitive ones.

Reading philosophy, Joad goes on, is an active process; it involves (1) finding precisely what the writer means by 
what he says, (2) its bearing upon the meaning of what he said before, of determining its general relevance to the 
argument as a whole, (3) the task of considering what you personally think of it whether you reject or incorporate 
[148] it into the structure of your own thought - rearranging your mental furniture. [Joad, C.E.M., Philosophy, English 
Universities Press]

Since 1953 when the Unesco report was published, there have been important developments in the field of teaching 
aids. Among those currently in use are the film-strip, closed-circuit television, programmed learning, videotape, etc. It 
may be asked, can any of these aids be used with profit in philosophy teaching? Most of the questions dealt with by 
philosophers are abstract in character, and it is difficult to see how they can be given a concrete exemplification. 
Nevertheless, some minimal use might be made of such aids. For example, there are films dealing with the scientific 
revolution in the 16th and 17th centuries; these could be used as a background against which the work of Descartes, 
Leibniz, Locke and Hume could be discussed. Closed-circuit television might be useful for very large classes and for 
the showing of texts, photographs and diagrams. Programmed learning could be profitably employed in such 
subjects as logic and scientific method. This is a field in which programmed texts already exist and in which there 
may yet be considerable development.

As it well known two main methods are at present employed in programmed learning: (1) the linear programme, 
where we deal with small units of information presented in a step-by-step form, and where the student has to supply 
a missing word or figure; (2) the branching programme in which larger items are presented; this is followed by a 
question and a set of alternative answers, from which the student has to select; if he makes the wrong answer, 
remedial treatment is given.

But programmed instruction did not spring out of the blue, as it were; it had its antecedents. Some of the early 
examples seem to have been modelled on group intelligence tests, where a missing item has to be completed by the 
subject, taking account of given information. In these cases the problems are simple deductive of inductive ones, in 
which a simple conclusion or an analogical term has to be found. It is interesting to note that such problems were 
originally based on examples taken from text-books on logic. Hence it is no surprise to find that logic is a subject 
which can be readily put in programmed form.

Historically, the development of Aristotelian syllogistic logic was closely connected with Plato's dialectical method. 
Writers on programmed learning have not been slow to see, that there may be some resemblance between the 
method employed by programmed learning, where a piece of information is given and a question then set on it, and 
the Platonic dialogue. It has been said that programmed learning marks a renaissance of the method of dialectical 
teaching. The Socratic method we are told is the 'unexcelled example of effective and skilful instructional 
programming' ['Programmed Learning and the Socratic Dialogue,' Cohen, Ira S., American Psychologist, Vol. 17, 
No. 11, November 1962].

This was noted too by the Hale Report, which stressed the importance of individual tutorial instruction. It pointed out, 
'In essence programmed [149] learning is no novelty. The essence of the method, as we have said, giving a student 
a small item of information and checking his understanding of it, e.g. by means of a question, before passing on, has 
been the practice of those who have given individual teaching since the days of Socrates. Socratic dialogue is in fact 
a kind of programme, and the proof, in Plato's Meno of the Pythagorean theorem as to the square on the hypotenuse 
has been adapted without much difficulty as a programme of the type now in vogue' [Report of the Committee on 
University Teaching Methods, London, HMSO, 1964, pp. 100-101].

In order to examine the validity of this claim we need to look a little closer at the Platonic dialogue. The dialogue is of 
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value in the discussion of questions where there exists a genuine difference of opinion, as it enables several sides of 
the question to be presented. The disputants are forced to find a common formula acceptable to each other. This is 
done through a process of argument and counter-argument, until an agreed position is finally reached. If, for 
example, we take such a question as 'What is justice?' we can by this method arrive at a definition which will best 
accord with usage.

Didactically, the dialogue can be said to be a method of expressing abstract ideas in a concrete way, just as we 
might in a conversation or play. The speakers holding different points of view have a better opportunity of stating their 
position in a telling way, than when reported in the abstract third person. In recent years we have seen, for example, 
in the work of Sartre how philosophical ideas can be put in a dramatic form. Although the argument in a Platonic 
dialogue appears on the surface to go where it will, as is the case with a natural argument, nevertheless, the 
direction it takes and the conclusions it reaches have been carefully thought out beforehand. It has therefore little of 
the open-ended character of an ordinary enquiry. It would seem therefore that the Platonic dialogue with its neat 
question and answer form, is just as contrived as the deductive method of Euclid.

Even if we grant that the Platonic dialogue has a contrived character, the analogy drawn between it and programmed 
learning is still not entirely convincing. It is true that certain parts of Plato's dialogues, for example that quoted from 
the Meno, many be taken as paradigms of programmed learning. Nevertheless, when Socrates extracts from the 
slave boy's mind, as it were, the proof of Pythagoras' theorem (which in any case is taken as an example of 
reminiscence rather than learning), it ceases to be a Socratic dialogue. In effect what we get is a monologue, where 
Socrates makes a sustained effort at teaching by asking a series of leading questions. These are meant to illuminate 
a systematic theme, in this case the proof of Pythagoras' theorem.

In this connection Lindsay comments on the fact that in Plato's dialogues, the Socratic dialogue is often replaced by 
what to all intents and purposes is a monologue. The dialogue, he says, is an enquiry by which the characters argue 
with each other as rival disputants, and in which Plato expresses certain views of his own in contrast with other 
views, and puts them into the mouth of Socrates and his companions. However, when Socrates ceases to examine 
the opinions of others as in the later parts of the Republic - these books are no longer described as [150] Socratic. 
Although his companions still take part in the conversation, they play the part not of rival disputants, but of slow-
witted people for whom the master sometimes goes too fast. They say little but 'Yes' or 'No', or 'I don't understand 
Socrates.' These books Lindsay concludes are rather an expression of systematic teaching than the exposition of 
rival views as to the nature of some particular concept [Lindsay, A.D. Introduction to The Republic of Plato, London, 
Dent's Everyman Library, 1935, pp. xii-xiii].

What Lindsay's remarks make clear is that the Platonic dialogue is already different in character from a programmed 
text. The latter has for its aim the denouement of a systematic instructional theme, at each step of which the student 
has to make an active response. The Meno example does resemble a programme (although not a very good one) 
since we are here not given a variety of different views which we have to analyse, as in the Socratic dialogue proper, 
but something like a linear programme.

A correspondent has, however, pointed out to me that the resemblance between a Socratic dialogue and a 
programme can only be a matter of degree. 'Much of it,' he states, 'does share with a programme the essential 
feature that the student is presented with a brief statement of questions to which he has to react before going on to 
the next point. This is in contrast with learning from lectures or reading in which the student has to imbibe a long 
dissertation, which he may not fully understand.'

He distinguishes two kinds of dialogue teaching: (1) that in which the teacher's second and subsequent contributions 
are determined, or at least influenced by what the student says in the opening gambit, and (2) that in which he is not. 
In (1) we get the cut and thrust of an actual discussion, in (2) the student in the words of the well-known Limerick 
moves in predestinate grooves. The dialogue which Plato purports to report falls under (1) and a programme under 
(2). 'In the so-called linear programme, he, the student, is an absolute tram; in the branching programme he has a 
little more liberty, but is soon brought back into the main stream, and he could be likened to a trolley bus.'
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Most advocates of programmed learning would recognise that as far as University teaching is concerned 
programmed instruction could at the best only supplement (a) the general perspective lecture, and (b) the individual 
tutorial and seminar in which greater account could be taken of the student's difficulties and the open-ended 
problems involved.

Up to now most of the successes of programmed learning have been in the schools and in industrial training. And it 
is unsafe to argue from these successes to University teaching, which has a somewhat different aim than the mere 
acquisition of knowledge. Nevertheless, there is some need for experimentation. We have to see what can and what 
cannot be put into programmed form. Where material has to be learned and simple skills acquired, programmed 
learning is of value, but it is not necessarily the best method of getting the student to think critically for himself. It is 
too reminiscent of spoon-feeding. It also does not seem to give him the general overall acquaintance with [151] the 
subject, which only comes from wide selective reading and intelligent writing. When University teachers speak of the 
need for the student to work on his own, they are emphasizing the important role of what might be termed self-
programming, in University teaching.

May I give an example from my own experience of philosophy teaching at a non-specialist level to illustrate some of 
the points made above. I was asked recently to give a course of lectures to students studying for higher degrees in 
operational research. Most of them were trained either in the natural sciences, mathematics or economics. The 
object of the course was to give the students some appreciation of the important part played by value judgements in 
our lives, especially in our moral and social thinking. As one writer has put it, 'No chemical nor microscopic 
examination can prove that a man who bears false witness is immoral' [Polanyi, M., Encounter, September 1959]. It 
is hence important to distinguish the criteria we use in science to assess the behaviour of physical objects, from that 
we use in assessing the behaviour of human beings.

We tried to show that there was another way of looking at things than the purely scientific, and that the more 
humanistic aspects of our culture could not be brought within the purview of scientific method. This is of some 
relevance for operational researchers, since not only have they to understand the physical side of industry, but also 
the human problems arising therein. The study of industrial relations, for example, is still more of an art than a 
science to which intuitive rather than scientific criteria seem applicable.

We pointed out that in our ordinary experience, we often had to rely upon intuitive criteria (or value judgements) and 
that it was preferable that these criteria be brought into the open, than remain implicit in our thinking. In this kind of 
teaching the method of the Platonic dialogue, with its analysis of diverse points of view, comes into its own. We deal 
with a field where people honestly hold different opinions, and in which perhaps it would be folly to say that there was 
only one correct answer.
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