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Is Political Philosophy Impossible?

Political philosophy seems both impossible to do and impossible to avoid.

Impossible to do, because we cannot agree on a single set of political

principles. Impossible to avoid, because we’re always living with some

kind of political system, and thus some set of principles. So, if we can’t do

the philosophy, but can’t escape the politics, what are we to do? Jonathan

Floyd argues that the answer lies in political philosophy’s deepest meth-

odological commitments. First, he shows how political philosophy is

practised as a kind of ‘thinking about thinking’. Second, he unpicks the

different types of thought we think about, such as considered judgements,

or intuitive responses to moral dilemmas, and assesses whether any are fit

for purpose. Third, he offers an alternative approach – ‘normative beha-

viourism’ –which holds that rather than studying our thinking, we should

study our behaviour. Perhaps, just sometimes, actions speak louder than

thoughts.

Jonathan Floyd is a Lecturer in Political Theory at the University of

Bristol. He has written widely on questions of method and justification

in political philosophy and is co-editor of Political Philosophy versus

History (Cambridge, 2011).
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As the twenty-first century begins, major new political challenges have arisen at

the same time as some of the most enduring dilemmas of political association

remain unresolved. The collapse of communism and the end of the Cold War

reflect a victory for democratic and liberal values, yet in many of the Western

countries that nurtured those values there are severe problems of urban decay,

class and racial conflict, and failing political legitimacy. Enduring global injustice

and inequality seem compounded by environmental problems, disease, the

oppression of women, racial, ethnic and religious minorities, and the relentless

growth of the world’s population. In such circumstances, the need for creative

thinking about the fundamentals of human political association is manifest. This

new series in contemporary political theory is needed to foster such systematic

normative reflection.

The series proceeds in the belief that the time is ripe for a reassertion of the

importance of problem-driven political theory. It is concerned, that is, with works

that are motivated by the impulse to understand, think critically about, and

address the problems in the world, rather than issues that are thrown up

primarily in academic debate. Books in the series may be interdisciplinary in

character, ranging over issues conventionally dealt with in philosophy, law,

history, and the human sciences. The range of materials and the methods of

proceeding should be dictated by the problem at hand, not the conventional

debates or disciplinary divisions of academia.
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Disclaimers and Debts

This book is written in a spirit that hovers somewhere between scepticism

and fallibilism. That is, although I think there are truths to be had, as

regards the issues under discussion, I do think it’s very hard for us to have

certainty about those truths, or at least for me to have them. Channelling

Mill, I offer up my arguments as a contribution to a wider debate, in

which I may well turn out to be wrong. Channelling Popper, I offer them

up as claims we might learn something from, even if they are falsified.

I say this here because I often wonder about the gap between the

research some people publish and the way they teach their students,

given that the latter task requires one to do justice to the variety of views

found in the discipline, and not just to the view of the teacher. I wonder of

some people, how can you teach our subject as it stands, given what you

say about the way it is standardly practised? How can you teach X, Y, and

Z, given what you have said about them in A, B, andC? Formy part, I will

certainly continue to encourage, say, the analytical dissection and

evaluation of concepts, as well as the working up and over of thought

experiments, despite what I say in this book about (what I take to be) the

limits of those experiments. I write here then, not just with a sense of

fallibility about my own arguments, but also a great deal of respect for

what might be called conventional analytical political philosophy, as well

as a commitment to continue to teach it as it stands. Perhaps that is

obvious, and such disclaimers are as unnecessary here as they are in,

I suppose, many other books, given, as I say, the apparently comfortable

gap between what other people write and what they teach. Nevertheless,

lest these notes of fallibility and respect not be implicit in what follows,

I make them explicit here.

Or one might put all of this quite differently. My hope is simply that the

following book helps us to think about how we do, and howwe ought to do,

political philosophy, regardless of whether my own positions on these issues

are either correct or widely adopted. A contribution to methodological

clarity, then, offered up amongst a community of clever co-seekers for the

truth – that is all I aim for.
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Now for the more conventional bit. I have many people to thank here,

starting withmy wife, Rita Floyd, on whom I lean and fromwhom I learn.

This book is dedicated to her, along with the son and daughter we’ve

made together – marvellous Corin and delightful Arwen.

Outside of the private sphere, my thanks go far and wide. First, I want

to thank my PhD supervisor, Alan Ryan, who watched over early work on

this topic, andwhowas always kind, helpful, positive, and informed about

whatever it was I was beavering away at (and writing too much about –

a bad habit early on in my PhD thesis was to write, say, 30,000 words on

a topic, only to end up shrinking that material down to around, in one

case, about 2,000 words). Second, I want to thank the two figures who

examined that thesis – Michael Freeden and John Horton. These again

are generous and learned individuals – broadly interested, in a world that

rewards specialisation, and always kind, in a world of too many prickly

characters.

Third, I want to thank the many (many!) people who sat through one or

more presentations on one or more parts of the argument of this book. This

group includes audiences at various settings inOxford, but also invited talks

at ANU, the British Academy, Doshisha, Exeter, The Historical Institute,

Keio, Kyoto, Leeds, the LSE, Sheffield, Sydney, UCL, and Yale, as well as

the 2010 American Political Science Association annual convention, the

2012 International Studies Association annual convention, and the 2012

Manchester Political Theory workshops. Special mention goes to those

whose comments and questions I remember receiving, whilst sincere

apologies go to those whom I have forgotten altogether. As for the former,

they are: Alice Baderin, Richard Bourke, Chris Brooke, Kimberley

Brownlee, Dan Butt, Dario Castiglione, Jonathan Dean, Keith Dowding,

Derek Edyvane, Stefan Eich, Sarah Fine, Miranda Fricker, Liz Frazer,

Michael Freeden, Ed Hall, Iain Hampsher-Monk, Kei Hiruta, Matthew

Humphries, KimberleyHutchings, Jeremy Jennings, Rob Jubb, Rob Lamb,

Seth Lazar, Andrew March, Shmulik Nili, Philip Pettit, Anne Philipps,

Enzo Rossi, Quentin Skinner, Julia Skorupska, Matt Sleat, Graham

Smith, Nicholas Southwood, Marc Stears, Ken Tsutsumibayashi, Laura

Valentini, Daniel Viehoff, Jeremy Waldron, and Dominic Welburn.

Fourth, I want to thank those whose teaching left a considerable mark

on me. In addition to being a guiding light to me as a theorist, the late

Brian Barry was a kind and supportive advisor whilst I was at Columbia,

as well as someone who once took me out for lunch just in order to

encourage me to apply there in the first place. These kinds of efforts,

invisible to line managers, as well as the many metrics by which we are

nowmeasured, really stick with you. Even more importantly, Peter Starie

and Wolfram Kaiser, both of Portsmouth University, were instrumental
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in ensuring that I had any sort of career at all as a post-graduate, let alone

one that led to this book. I am forever in their debt for the faith and

support they offered me early on, at a time when I had only just found my

vocation.

Fifth, I want to thank the two anonymous reviewers for Cambridge

University Press whose positive, extensive, and searching comments

helped make this book what it is today. If it is still not the book it could

have been, then that is no fault of theirs, as they provided me with all the

pointers and rebuttals I needed. Similarly, it is no fault of my editor, John

Haslam. This is the second book of mine, and the first by my hand alone,

that he has guided through the publication process. I am very grateful to

him for his support, and especially so given that this book, unlike the first,

arrived almost two years later than planned. This delay stemmed from the

winning combination of a new home, a new job, and a new child, not to

mention a long commute, and I am very grateful to John for not once

rushing or pressuring me through this period. I hope such faith is

rewarded, at least a little bit, by the pages that follow.

Sixth, I want to thank the Arts and Humanities Research Council,

St. Hilda’s College, Oxford, University College, Oxford, and especially

the British Academy for funding different parts of the research process

that led to this book. All of these institutions provided generous support

and expected little in return by way of paperwork – a rare treat these days.

I am grateful that they put their trust in me, and have tried to do justice

here to the resources they invested.

Finally, I want to thank my students, both at Oxford and now Bristol.

Provided one doesn’t have too much of it at any one time, I relish

teaching, and do genuinely learn, both from putting teaching material

together, and from the responses students give to it. Perhaps I would learn

less if I knew more, but I know little, and so learn lots.
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