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Undergraduates should not be expected to read 17th- or 18th-century 
British philosophers in the original English

George Macdonald Ross

I am sure every one will agree that it is essential for undergraduates to read the actual writings of major philosophers, 
whether living or dead. Any student who has relied wholly or mainly on writings about the philosophers on their 
syllabus is hardly worthy of a degree at all. I am glad to see that this point is made explicit in the QAA Benchmarking 
Statement for Philosophy, Â§Â§18, 38.

Given the nature of school education in the UK, it is unreasonable to expect undergraduates to be able to read foreign 
texts in the original. Consequently, students must be given texts in translation, even though this means they are 
working at one remove from the author's actual words. It is regrettable that they are prey to misunderstandings due to 
the translator's bias or mistakes, or simply because certain aspects of a text may be intrinsically untranslatable into 
English. However, these problems can be largely overcome through explanations provided by the teacher or written 
commentaries.

So no-one has any difficulties over giving students Descartes or any other foreign author to read in modern English. 
This is still a very different exercise from, say, telling them to go away and read Tom Sorell's Past Masters on 
Descartes instead of the text itself (no criticism intended of Tom's excellent little book, or the series).

However, whether or not you recommend students to read secondary literature as well as primary texts, many of 
them will inevitably rely on secondary literature instead of reading the primary texts. The reason is obvious: it is much 
harder work to struggle through a primary text (especially if it is from a different age and culture) than to read a 
learned scholar's narrative of what the author meant. It's like the difference between climbing a mountain to get the 
view from the summit, and looking at pictures taken by an experienced climber.

Moreover, students know that what they produce is likely to be less good than the product of a published academic, 
and they conclude that they will do themselves harm in examinations if they don't rely heavily on secondary literature. 
And it is in fact quite difficult to devise methods of assessment which give due credit to students who have worked 
through a primary text themselves, rather then merely embellishing a summary of a secondary source with some 
quotations and references.

Given that it is an uphill struggle to get students to read primary texts at all, it is perverse to put unnecessary 
obstacles in their way. My thesis is that it is an unnecessary obstacle to expect students to read philosophy in archaic 
English. This was brought home to me very forcibly many years ago, when I ran a course which involved a 
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comparison between Descartes and Hobbes. The course largely failed in its objectives, because the students simply 
couldn't understand Hobbes's English. One of them complained: 'Why couldn't Hobbes write decent English, like 
Descartes?' The answer is, of course, that Hobbes hadn't been translated. And this is presumably one of the reasons 
why Hobbes's metaphysics has been so neglected in his native country.

The large majority of students (even those with A-level English) have had little or no experience of reading English 
written before 1900, let alone 1800. For them, archaic English is, if not a foreign language, at least a very difficult 
dialect. The main difficulties are:

spelling and punctuation;

grammar, and the length of sentences and paragraphs;

obsolete words;

words which have changed their meaning.

Purists don't seen to mind modernised spelling or punctuation, and there are very few unmodernised editions of 
Hobbes's English writings, for example. But to make more radical changes is to take on the role of translator rather 
than that of editor. If you are going to translate archaic into modern English at all, you might as well go the whole hog, 
and treat the source text as if it had been written in Latin or French. The outcome should be that the ordinary reader 
will find it difficult to tell whether the translation was from English, or from some other language such as Latin.

Students working from translations of Hobbes's English writings will be no further removed from the original than 
when they are working from translations of his Latin writings, or than fellow-students in other countries working from 
translations into French or German. It is no advantage to them to be confronted with the original if they can't 
understand it, or at least if they can understand it only by painstakingly going through it with the help of a good 
historical dictionary, such as the OED2. Even then they are likely to miss occasions when a word makes some sort of 
sense, but in fact has changed its meaning. In effect, each student is being asked to make their own translation, when 
the job could be done better and more economically by an expert. Philosophy students come to university to acquire 
the skills of a philosopher, not those of a historian of the English language.

The main problem for the teacher is that such translations do not exist in print - because of the hostility of purist 
academics, publishers won't touch them with a barge pole. This means doing it yourself, as I have done for a number 
of texts. If you are interested, you might care to look at my translation of part of Hobbes's Elements of Law as an 
example (but please bear in mind that the translation is copyright). In my experience, students do read this version 
and tackle the philosophical ideas, in a way they never did when they had only the original English.

I am not alone in my opinion. Jonathan Bennett has argued on similar lines in an article in Teaching Philosophy, 'On 
Translating Locke, Berkeley, and Hume into English', 17/3, 1994, 261-269. I do not endorse everything he says, or the 
details of his approach to translating. Nevertheless, we do at least share the principle that archaic English should be 
translated. You can find a brief summary of his views, together with links to some extended examples, on his website 
at:

http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/index.html
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