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OPSOMMING

Robin St. C Barrow se filosofiese metode (d . i.  konseptuele analise) kan 

as irrasionalisties beskou word. Om hierdie s te lling te substansieer, word 

'n oorsig van die versk ille  tussen rasionalistiese en irrasionalistiese denke 

gegee en word nadruk daarop gelê dat "irrasionalisties /  irrasionalisme" 

tegniese terme v ir  'n besondere benadering to t filosofering  is: die 

irrasionalisme skyn die rol van die rede /  die redelike in die wetenskap 

te erken, maar anders as in die geval van die rasionalisme word die rede 

nie bloot om sy eie ontw il ingespan nie. D it word aangewend v ir  ander, 

praktiese, sedelike, subjektiewe en selfs terapeutiese doeleindes. Daar 

is vasgestel dat die meeste van die kenmerkendste eienskappe van die 

irrasionalisme aangetref kan word in 'n ontleding van die filosofiese 

oogmerke wat Barrow in 'n aantal van sy jongste werke stel.

1. INTRODUCTION

It is accepted in some philosophical circles tha t twentieth century ph ilo 

sophical thought is " irra tio n a lis tic " in warp and woof. Schoeman 

(1983:298) fo r instance is of the opinion tha t irrationalism  may probably 

be regarded as the most in fluentia l way of th in k in g  in Western Europe 

since World War II. Singer (1979:442) states that "the cu ltu re  of both 

Europe and America du ring  the twentieth cen tury has given rise to a new 

ou tbu rs t of irrationalism  in all areas of modern life  which threatens to 

destroy Western c iv iliza tion ". According to him modern educational ph i

losophy "is a curious combination of evolutionary thought, Dewey’s 

pragmatism, progressivism , and Skinner's manipulative behaviorism", all 

irra tiona lis tic  philosophies. Language analysis, philosophical and con-
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ceptual analysis are sometimes regarded as forms of " irra tio n a lis t"  p h i

losophy, along w ith pragmatism, Lebensphilosophie, existentialism  and 

New Marxism, to mention only a few twentieth cen tury philosophies (c f. 

Vollenhoven, 195G: 39 ff; K lapw ijk, 1971:34).

2. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

To call twentieth cen tury philosophy " irra tio n a lis t"  sounds unscientific , 

fa r-fe tched  and absurb, to say the least. Serious students of conceptual 

analysis in pa rticu la r w ill immediately be inclined to reject the notion that 

th is  form of philosophizing is " ir ra t io n a lis tic " . However, equally com

m itted philosophers (of education) like those referred to in the f ir s t  

paragraph claim tha t conceptual analysis is indeed "irra tio n a lis tic " 

(Schaeffer, 1986:56-57). For the sake of philosophical dialogue th is  as

sumption has to be tested. One of the f ir s t  steps in th is  process will 

be to c la rify  the meaning content of the term " ir ra tio n a lis t" . Secondly 

the formal characteristics of twentieth cen tury irrationalism  w ill be ex

pounded philosophically. The th ird  step w ill be an exposition of Robin 

St. C. B arrow s aims of his method. This w ill be done to determine 

whether the method of conceptual analysis employed by th is prominent 

philosopher of education can indeed be regarded as " irra tio n a lis tic " .

On the basis of th is  analysis it  is hoped tha t exponents of conceptual 

analysis, and those philosophers who are s till s trugg ling  w itli the so- 

called basic questions ( i.e . ontological problems) classical philosophy has 

always been concerned w ith , w ill be able to enter into a more meaningful 

dialogue.

3. "IRRATIONALISM"

The noun "irra tiona lism " seems to have been used fo r the f ir s t  time in 

the m id-nineteenth cen tu ry , but words like "the irra tiona l" seem to have 

been employed already some 50 years before that (R iicker, 1976:548). 

A closer investigation of the use of these two terms reveals that they 

may re fe r to areas of human life  and of rea lity  inaccessible to human 

reason. They may also mean something like "u n ve rn iin ftig e  Handlung", 

i.e . "Handlung w ider besseres Wissen" (acting con tra ry  to one's own 

be tte r judgement; the choice to act con tra ry  to something which in the

-168-



prevailing circumstances seems r ig h t o r reasonable; an action which is 

incompatible w ith what a pa rticu la r person (sub jective ly) regards as r ig h t 

o r reasonable in the circumstances) (Baldw in, 1960:575). 

"Irra tio n a l( ism )" may also re fe r to a philosophy opposing rationalism, o r 

to the supra- and in fra -ra tiona l aspects of philosophical though t. The 

term "irra riona lism " itse lf seems pa rticu la rly  imprecise and vague as an 

instrum ent of philosophy (Edwards, 1967:213). Irrationalism  is fo r  in 

stance not only regarded as a modern philosophy on the same level as 

pragmatism, existentialism , and New Marxism (amongst others) 

(Delfgaauw, 1972:90 ff) ,  but as an umbrella term fo r (most of) the twen

tie th  cen tury philosophies (K lapw ijk, 1971:34). It is also accepted that 

irra tionalism  manifests itse lf in many forms, fo r example in the form of 

ontological irra tionalism , epistemological irrationalism , ethical, psycho

logical and sociological irrationalism  (Edwards, 1967:214-216).

In spite of all these d ifficu ltie s  surrounding the term "irra tio n a l( ism )", 

Strauss (1978:108) claims that there exists a degree of consensus about 

the term, making dialogue between philosophers not altogether impossible. 

However, he feels the necessity fo r cla rification of th is  concept fo r 

purposes of scientific  th in k in g . According to him - and in th is  he accepts 

the explanation of irra tionalism  pu t forward by H. Dooyeweerd (1969 1:28 

e t seq) - irra tionalism  is a problem perta in ing to the process of "concrete 

abstra tion ". Through a process of abstraction the universal character

istics of phenomena are discovered. Every phenomenon possesses a 

universal (common) and an ind iv idual (pa rticu la r) aspect, simultaneously 

present in any single specimen of such e n tity . The universal aspect 

provides knowledge o f concepts (eg. tree ). The indiv idual aspect of an 

e n tity  however defies de fin ition of formulation in to a concept, as d e fi

nitions and concepts are universal by de fin ition . The universal aspect 

points to the general or common being of a phenomenon o r en tity  (eg. 

" tre e -n e s s ").

Against th is  background Strauss (1978:110) argues tha t rationalism only 

allows room fo r the universal aspect (law /o rde r) of (phenomena in ) re 

a lity . This causes the indiv idual (factua l) aspect of a phenomenon (or 

rea lity ) to be theoratica lly reduced to o r equated w ith its own universal 

o r law-aspect. Quite the opposite is characteristic of " irra tio n a lis tic ” 

th in k in g : when the ind iv idual o r factual aspect of a phenomenon (or
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rea lity  as a whole) is absolutized, every avenue to rational conceptual 

knowledge is cut of since the indiv idual aspect cannot be grasped con

ceptually (as a universal concept), as has been argued. Such an ap

proach is then technically termed: " irra tio n a lis tic " . Rationalism leaves 

no room fo r genuine knwoledge of pa rticu la rs , whereas irrationalism  

leaves no real room fo r genuine conceptual knowledge. The former is 

determ in istic (absolutization of the law aspect); the la tte r indeterm inislic 

(absolutization of the subject to the law, i.e . the ind iv idual o r factual 

aspect).

Strauss (1978:110) contends tha t the unbreakable corre lation between the 

law aspect and the subject aspect of a phenomenon o r en tity  has to be 

taken in to account in order not to be deceived in to  a form of e ither 

ra tiona lis t of irra tiona lis t philosophy. Schoeman (1983:305) points out 

tha t the contraposition of rationalism versus irra tiona lism , is not at all 

well knwon in humanistic philosophy, where these two positions are known 

as rationalism and empiricism. According to him rationalism holds that 

concepts and impressions are the resu lt of the workings of man’s auton

omous reason. He agrees w ith Strauss and Dooyeweerd, that the 

ra tiona lis t absolutizes the law aspect of rea lity , and theoretica lly "d is 

solves" the factual aspect of a phenomenon in its  own law aspects. 

Practical life  is of no significance in sc ientific  w ork; it  belongs to "an

o ther dimension" of rea lity . To cross over from the dimension of scien

t if ic  work to the dimension of practical life  is inadmissable: it  is nothing 

less than a cross-over from one ontological dimension to another.

The em piric ist ( irra tio n a lis t)  again, accepts tha t concepts orig inate o u t

side a person and do not relate or pertain to reason on ly. He absolutizes 

the factual aspect of rea lity  as well as ind iv idual sub jec tiv ity  and regards 

all laws and norms as insu ffic ien t in themselves, as products of ind iv idual 

sub je c tiv ity , products of autonomous and se lf-su ffic ien t man ( i.e . man 

creates his own law). As a resu lt irra tionalism  (occasionally also in d i

cated as anti-rationalism  or empiricism) is indeterm inistic in its e fforts  

to suspend all laws/norms, to make the la tte r re la tive to th e ir own 

sub ject(s) and to reduce them to the domain of subjective fact (Schoeman, 

1983:306).
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For the purposes of the present investigation none of the following 

meanings and connotations of " irra tio n a lis tic " w ill be accepted: illogical 

th in k in g , supra-natura l or super-human aspects of th in k in g , unreason

able and ill-advised behaviour, behaviour con tra ry  to one's own better 

judgement, behaviour contrary to what can be objectively or subjectively 

regarded as good and sensible. The idea tha t irrationalism  can be re 

garded as an independent line or brand of philosophizing is not acceptable 

e ither. Having rejected all these meanings and connotations of the term 

" irra tio n a lis t" it  becomes important now to outline a positive meaning fo r 

the term.

In the f ir s t  place it  must be accepted tha t "irra tionalism " means something 

in philosophical opposition ot "ra tiona lim s". In fact, there is much e v i

dence that twentieth cen tury irrationalism  has developed as some kind 

of a reaction to rationalism which has reigned almost supreme since the 

sixteenth cen tury . Like rationalism, irrationalism , is, according to 

Vollenhoven (1956:39), sub jectiv is tic , i.e . the philosopher himself is ac

cepted as the norm fo r scientific philosophizing.

Irrationalism  however, s till accepts rational behaviour as im portant in 

philosophy bu t rejects its absolutization. For example, it  is argued that 

the reason (ra tio ) can only be applied to some or other res tric ted  area. 

There is no real agreement among irra tiona lis ts  as to the lim its of reason; 

they all seem to agree tha t reason has to be of secondary importance in 

philosophy. Reason is not shown the door, as it  were, bu t is not allowed 

to dominate everyone or anything in the "house of philosophy” anymore. 

Irrationalism  is a form of critic ism  of reason but not rejection of it 

(Vollenhoven, 1956:40). There is no patience w ith the general, specu

lative views o r w ith the unbiased and objective calculations of reason 

alone. Hegel, D ilthey, T roeltsch, Comte, Marx, Freud, Bergson - to 

name only a few - have shown tha t there can be no mention of the au

tonomous self-determ ination and independent observation of reason. 

Irrationalism  has litt le  fa ith  in absolutized reason, or in fact in the rea

sonableness of rea lity  or of h is to ry . Various circumstances in the 

twentieth cen tury have led philosophers to question the rationa listic fa ith  

( K lapw ijk, 1971:33-34).
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A fu r th e r  characteristic of irra tionalism  is the fact that the subjective 

element in which man puts his tru s t can be qualified by the term non- 

rational. According to Vollenhoven (1956:40) th is  element may be e ither 

sub-analytical o r sup ra -a ria ly tica l. In irra tio n a l( is tic ) th ink ing  there is 

s till a complete tru s t in the autonomy of man; however, th is free and 

autonomous man is essentially irra tiona l, not really understandable. He 

does not act according to the generally accepted rules of reason but 

makes decisions in accordance w ith the situation (contingent th in k in g ). 

This " irra tio n a lis tic "  and active ly acting being finds himself in a world 

which is reputed ly not reasonable o r understandable. The situation in 

which he finds himself is essentially meaningless; it is man's task to give 

meaning to it  by means of his own actions. According to Klapwijk 

(1971:34) the theme of irra tiona l th in k in g  is: (irra tiona l) man in his 

situa tion , here and now.

B rie fly  recapitulated then, " irra tio n a l"  th in k in g  does not denote illogical 

o r haphazard th in k in g , o r unreasonable, o r naive, o r unscientific  

th in k in g . Irrationalism  is a term re fe rring  to a twentieth cen tury trend 

in philosophizing characterized by a reaction to the rationalism of the 

previous three to fo u r centuries. The " irra tio n a lis tic "  th inkers  of the 

twentieth cen tury s till accept the importance of reason bu t reject any 

absolutization of the law aspect of rea lity  in general and of an an tity  

(phenomenon) in pa rticu la r. While s till accepting the importance of rea

son, it expects reason to play a secondary role in philosophical th ink ing . 

In other words, the contingent situation (here and now) or some or other 

aspect o r element in /o f it is of greater significance to the irra tiona lis t 

than the application of the generally accepted rules of reason. According 

to irra tiona lis tic  th in k in g  reason is secondary; it is applied fo r a purpose 

which is practica l, and - as such - prim ary. It is not preoccupied 

determ in istica lly w ith the universal o r law aspect of rea lity  /  an en tity , 

as has been indicated but ra the r w ith the ind iv idua l, factual or subject 

aspect of rea lity  /  an en tity  in an indeterm inistic fashion.

Now, w ith regard to the problem stated in paragraph two, the question 

can be asked whether Robin Barrow's philosophical method of conceptual 

analysis can be regarded as irra tiona l in the terms just described. Does 

reason /  science /  analysis play a secondary role? Is conceptual analysis 

done fo r some or o ther purpose re la ting to the practical lives of men in
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general, o r the analytical question itse lf in particular? Are the rules of 

logic and reason observed fo r  th e ir  own sake in Barrow's method of 

conceptual analysis ( i.e .  ra tiona listic) o r fo r some other purpose pe r

ta in ing to practical life  ( i.e . irra tiona lis tic )?  These questions as well 

as various related ones w ill have to be answered w ith regard to Barrow's 

method in o rder to find  a solution to the problem stated. But f ir s t  

Barrow's philosophical aims w ith the application of conceptual analysis 

have to be outlined. These aims w ill make i t  possible to draw certain 

conclusions w ith regard to the problem stated in paragraph two.

4. THE AIMS OF PHILOSOPHIZING OR CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS AC

CORDING TO ROBIN BARROW

4.1 In troduc to ry  remarks

Robin St. C. Barrow is a well-known educational philosopher, bu t fo r 

the purposes of th is  a rtic le  his in te rest in education is regarded as in 

cidental since ou r in terest is on ly in his method of philosophizing.

He has not found it  necessary nor possible to give an exhaustive expo

sition of his philosophical method in a single publication. Elements of 
his method can be found in various of his publications and w ill have to 

be "p u t together" in o rder to gain a coherent grasp of it .  This task 

can however not be undertaken in th is artic le  since our attention must 

perforce be restric ted to his aims of philosophizing. These too have to 

be collated from various w ritings to gain a comprehensive ins igh t.

Barrow himself does not d istinguish between the following fou r d iffe ren t 

though closely related aims of philosophizing in the way we have done. 

For purposes of the present discussion it was however regarded as ex

pedient to make these (a rb itra ry , d iscretionary) d istinctions. In order 

to determine whether Barrow's method of philosophizing is indeed 

irra tiona lis tic  in the sense described in paragraph three (sup ra ), the 

various aims of philosophy, as formulated by Barrow, w ill now be d is 

cussed. I propose to give such a coherent view of these aims in a very 

condensed form, and then to proceed to a process of weighing them 

against the characteristics of " irra tio n a lis tic " th ink ing  outlined in para

graph three (sup ra ).
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4.2 The aims of philosophizing

Barrow equates philosophizing w ith conceptual analysis. The " f ir s t  aim" 

o f philosophizing is the examination of the main concepts (in the domain 

of education), a rigorous investigation of the ideas ( i.e .  of education), 

so tha t a fu lle r  p ic tu re  of them and a greater awareness of the implication 

of each concopt can emerge, o r sometimes, so tha t the inadequace of an 

idea o r slogan may be exposed (Woods t  Barrow, 1982:x).

The aim of conceptual analysis is to c la r ify  and "w ork ou t" one’s notion 

of a concept (Woods £ Barrow 1982: x ii i;  Barrow, 1982:50). C larification 

of the meaning of terms is one of the most im portant preoccupations of 

philosophers (Woods t  Barrow, 1982:9, 10, 14); it  enables them to argue 

luc id ly  and c learly (Barrow , 1981:2). Philosophy is concerned w ith 

c la r ify in g  all general and specific concepts (eg. animal x duck) (Barrow , 

1981:10). What the philosopher is interested in achieving is a state of 

a ffa irs  where words are systematically applied to clear conceptions, and 

those conceptions are entertained as ideas (Barrow , 1981:14). The point 

of philosophy is to rid  our minds of hazy generalizations, ambiguous 

slogans, inarticu la te  ideas and h a lf- tru th s , and to enable us to detect 

and demolish thr?m in the reasoning of others, and then, in th e ir place, 

to cu ltiva te  the th in k in g  and communicating of precise, d iscrim inatory, 

clearly expounded tru th s  o r steps in reasoning (Barrow , 1981:16). It 

is to render us sceptical of all tha t is not presented to us simply and 

clearly  (Barrow , 1981:17). Our task is both to t r y  to stop people 

th in k in g  in terms of obfuscating slogans and generalizations, and to bu ild 

a body of precise concepts tha t w ill generate a more productive 

eudcalional theory (Barrow , 1982:52). Good conceptual analysis results 

in explications tha t are clear, coherent, in te rna lly  consistent; implying 

nothing tha t the agent (inds himself logica lly unable to accept while being 

committed to something con tra ry  at the same time (Barrow , 1983:194).

We need c la rifica tion , according to Barrow, of ind iv idual conceptions 

p a rtly  to ensure tha t we are ta lk ing  and th in k in g  about the same th ing , 

and not some sim ilar bu t d is tinc t species of th in g . We need it p a rtly  and 

more im portantly to ensure that we, ind iv idu a lly , have coherent and clear 

ideas and tha t we have teased out and can grasp all tha t those ideas 

logically en tail. Conceptual analysis is the business of c la r ify in g  one's
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own conceptions. What one is doing at rock bottom is try in g  to grapple 

w ith one's own most p riva te  ideas (Barrow, 1982:50).

To c la rify  the main concepts ( i.e . of education), then, is the " f i r s t ” aim 

of conceptual analysis (philosophizing) according to Robin Barrow.

Closely linked to th is  " f ir s t "  aim is the "second", namely to a rrive  at a 

set of clear, coherent and specific concepts. We need, according to 

Barrow (1982: x i i i ), to c la r ify  our concepts in o rder to assess them; until 

we have painstaking ly spelt out what we understand by a concept, we 

can say nothing about it ,  and obviously our unpacking must lead to a 

clear exposition, so tha t we know we are saying something and what it 

is. Specific ity is necessary in order to fac ilita te  ta lk  "w ith  teeth in it " .  

That is to say, in order to be able to make te lling  comments on the world, 

in o rder to gain a fu lle r  understanding, one needs to develop an armoury 

of specific as apposed to general concepts (Woods J, Barrow, 1982: x ii i) .  

C larification of the meaning of terms is therefore one of the most impor

tan t preoccupations of philosophers, according to Barrow (1982:9, 10, 

14), since it  w ill enable them to argue w ith luc id ity  and c la rity  (Barrow, 

1981:2). Precise th ink ing  is the aim of philosophy. Philosophers have 

to get a thorough conceptual grasp of x, y o r z (Barrow, 1983:191). 

Commandment number one fo r the decade of the eighties is: thou shall 

make clear tha t philosophy (of education's) concern is not so much with 

words as the coherence of the ideas tha t lie behind them (Barrow, 

1982:52).

The " th ird "  aim is again closely linked to the previous "tw o". The 

precision to which the philosopher aspires by means of cenceptual analysis 

is needed not so much in relation to the concepts of, say, physics or 

psychology, but in relation to everyday concepts such as love, power, 

motivation, need, responsib ility  and personhood as they are explored 

through h is to ry , in lite ra tu re  and philosophy. To give people conceptual 

finesse would really be to do something useful and something relevant 

as regards our human condition (Barrow, 1984:174). Philosophers spend 

time try in g  to fe rre t out meaning of one kind o r another (Woods t  

Barrow, 1982:5). T he ir hope must be tha t in answering the question 

(eg. what does thp term x mean?) they w ill not only be undertaking the
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inq u iry  ju s t for the sake of it but will also be providing hints and clues 

for those engaged in , say , education, to indicate what should be done 

and the way in which it ought to be done (Woods t  Barrow , 1982:9, 10, 

14). Would-be educators are looking for hints and clues concerning the 

sorts of th ings they ought to be doing and the ways in which to do them. 

An analysis or definition should provide substantive guidelines (Woods & 

Barrow , 1982:14). If we really want to educate for the real world, 

Barrow (1984:174) argues, we have to raise ch ildren in such a way that 

they become critica l th inkers in matters pertaining to the stu ff of daily 

life : they are thereby better able to understand cu rren t reality and to 

make constructive  proposals to alter re a lity . The phrases Barrow uses 

to elucidate this point are "an armoury of clear and specific concepts", 

"conceptual finesse" and "d iscrim inatory power". We need an armoury 

of specific concepts, Barrow claims, because the ab ility  to make fine 

discrim inations is the key to rational control of the world . The task of 

the school remains to provide a liberal arts-orientated cirricu lum  in order 

to build up a subtle conceptual repertoire as regards matters such as 

human re lationsh ips, the nature and purpose of society , life and death. 

Only thus can people hope to make sense of rea lity  and perhaps improve 

it (B a rro w , 1984:175).

The "fourth" aim of philosophical analysis has to do with the nature of 

sc ien tific  knowledge. Philosophy is more concerned with making advances 

in our understanding by refin ing our grasp of what we already know, 

than with generating completely new knowledge (B a rro w , 1981:2). Ph i

losophy is an art which pinpoints and asks fundamental questions relating 

to term x (B a rro w , 1981:3). Conceptual analysis asks philosophical 

questions about the bases of a d isc ip line, the meaning of its fundamental 

concepts and the logic of its procedures (B a rro w , 1981:5).

5. ARE BARROW'S AIMS OF PHILOSOPHISING " IR R A T IO N A L IS T IC "  AND 

TH ER EFO R E C H A R A C T E R IS T IC  OF TW EN TIETH CEN TU RY 

IRRATIO N ALISM ?

5.1 Importance of rational th inking
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It has been pointed out in paragraph three (su p ra ) that irrationalistic 

th inking still holds reason in high esteem. Th is  is also true of Barrow 's 

line of argument: he re fers to conceptual ana lys is , the examination of 

main concepts, a rigorous investigation of ideas, the clarification of 

concepts, lucid and clear arguments, systematical application of words 

to clear concepts, adhorrence of hazy generalisations, ambiguous slogans, 

inarticu late ideas and h a lf-tru th s , the demolishment of these unscientific 

monstrosities in the reasoning of o thers, the cultivation of the thinking 

and communicating of p recise , d iscrim inatory, c learly  expounded tru ths 

or steps in reasoning, scepticism of all that is not presented simply and 

c lea r ly , c larification of words, term s, concepts, coherence of concepts 

and ideas, logical entailments of ideas, the rejection of obfuscating slo

gans and generalizations, precisions of concepts, explications that are 

c lear, coherent, in ternally  consistent, the rejection of all that is logically 

unacceptable, the assessment of clear and logical concepts, understand

ing , clearness of expositions of concept and meaning, sp ec ific ity , telling 

comments on the world, specific oncepts as opposed to general concepts, 

p recise th ink ing , crit ica l th ink ing , the ab ility to make fine d iscrim i

nations, rational control of the world, philosophy's concern to make ad

vances in our understanding by refin ing already existing knowledge, 

questions about the basis of a scientific d isc ip line, the meaning of fun

damental concepts and the logic of the procedures followed by a d isc i

p line.

When the words printed in bold are taken into account, there can be little 

doubt in our minds that Barrow is everyth ing but irrational in the vu lgar 

sense of the word. However, as has been pointed out previously in this 

a rt ic le , the " irra tio na listic" th inker in the intended meaning of 

" irra tio n a listic " still has high regard for reason.

5 .2  Reason plays a secondary role in " irra tio na listic" thinking

Rationalism accepts the absolute supremacy and sovereignty of reason. 

Irrationalism , as has been shown, relegates reason to a more modest po

sition . B lun tly  put: logic and reason are not important anymore for their 

own sakes but they have a purpose to serve . Th is  purpose is prim ary ; 

reason and logic are socondary, instrumental to this purpose.
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Irrationalism  has to do with autonomous man (rationalism  also upholds the 

autonomy of man - in this case of his subjective reasoning powers) in 

the contingent situation here and now. Barrow 's line of th inking about 

the aims of philosophizing is a b rillian t case in point. Consider the fo l

lowing arguments from his pen: awareness of the implication of concepts 

(also for the ir practica l use / understand ing): the point of philosophy 

is to rid  out minds of hazy generalizations; we need clear conceptions 

to ensure that we, ind iv idua lly , have coherent and clear ideas; con

ceptual analysis is the business of c la rify in g  one's own conceptions; 

grappling w ith : one's own most p rivate  ideas, the purpose of conceptual 

analysis is to build up a more productive educational theory, 

philosophizing must enable the philosopher to make telling comments on 

the world ; conceptual analysis is concerned not so much with the concepts 

of scientific  discip lines but rather with the everyd ay concepts such as 

love, power, motivation ( e t c .) .  TO give people conceptual finesse would 

really be to do something useful and something re levant to our 

condition; philosophy should provide hints and clues concerning the 

things people ought to do, for example as practica l educators. An 

analysis should provide substantive guidelines. People have to be 

brought up to be critica l th inkers in matters pertaining to the stu ff of 

da ily  life , to be able to understand cu rren t re a lity  and to make con

stru ctive  proposals to alter re a lity , to be able to rationally  control the 

world ; to help people make sense of rea lity  and perhaps to improve it; 

conceptual analysis aims at refin ing knowledge we already have rather 

than generating completely new knowledge.

It is c learly  evident from these quotations that Barrow can in no way 

be regarded as a rationalist in the sense described in paragraph three 

(su p ra ) . He applies reason not for its own sake, but rather for the sake 

of acquiring another "non-rational" purpose. The words printed in bold 

in the preceding paragraph indicate th is . The irra tiona list uses reason 

and logic not only to rationally and logically understand his own situation 

and surroundings but also to a lter them if possible. In this ideal one 

hears s till a faint echo of the late-rationalist Karl Marx's eleventh thesis 

against Feuerbach: "Die Philosophen haben die Welt nur verschieden 

in te rp re tie rt , es kommt drauf an , sie zu verandern" (Philosophers have 

so fa r only interpreted reality  / the world. However, the important thing 

is to change it) (M arx, 1978:7).

- 178-



Rational analysis and understanding of the world, of one’s own personal 

situation and surround ings, in short reality as a whole, is of the greatest 

importance to the irra tio n a list, but reason and logic are treated as mere 

instruments for the manipulation and changing of the contingent situation 

of the ind iv idual, hence the stress on daily life , our surround ings, 

ethical guidelines and the everyday world.

Th is  second characteristic of irrationalistic th inking discernib le in the 

philosophical approach of Robin Barrow , is closely linked to the th ird 

which will be b rie fly  dealt w ith.

5 .3 Subjectivism , re lativism , individualism and the therapeutic aspect 

of irrationalism

It has been indicated that irrationalistic th inking shows a degree of im

patience with the so-called perennial and eternal thruths or findings 

which are claimed as the resu lts and products of rationalism. The 

rationalist's claim that science is practised for no other reason than sc i

ence itself (the ivo ry tower idea) is rejected by irrationalism . Reason, 

logic and science should have a practical purpose related to everyday life 

or to the contingent situation in which the scientist finds himself. 

Rationalism is preoccupied with the universal or law aspect of reality  or 

of an en tity , as opposed to irrationalism 's interest or even preoccupation 

with the factual or individual aspect of reality  or the entity in question. 

As a resu lt of the latter's preoccupation with the individual or factual 

aspect of reality  one finds more often than not that irrationalism  shows 

traces of subjectivism  (as opposed to the ideal of objectivism in 

rationalism) and relativism  (as opposed to rationalism's supposed 

absolutism ). The su b jectiv is tic , re la tiv istic  and ind iv idualistic character 

of irrationalism  is closely associated with what can only be called the 

therapeutic aspect of Robin Barrow 's method of philosophizing, v iz . 

conceptual ana lys is .

The following phrases which we find in Barrow 's exposition of the aims 

of conceptual analysis reveal the su b jectiv is tic , re la tiv is tic , ind iv idualistic 

and therapeutic nature of his approach. According to him, the aim of 

conceptual analysis is to c la r ify  and "work out" one's own private notion 

of a concept. The point of philosophy is to rid  our minds of hazy gen-
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eralizations e t c .,  to detect and demolish them in the reasoning of others. 

It is our task to t ry  to stop people th inking in terms of obfuscationg 

slogans ( e t c .) .  Conceptual analysis must ensure that we ind iv idually  

have coherent and clear ideas; philosophy is the business of c la rify ing  

one's own conceptions. What one is doing at rock bottom, according to 

Barrow , is try in g  to grapple with one's own most p rivate  ideas. By 

applying conceptual ana lys is , philosophers do not wish to find eternal 

t ru th s ; they are merely try in g  to fe rre t out meaning of one kind or an

other. Conceptual analysis is more concerned to make advances in our 

understanding by refining our grasp of what we already know than to 

generate new knowledge.

There  can be little  doubt that the aims of philosophizing (conceptual 

ana lys is ) put forward by Barrow reveal more than mere traces of 

ind iv id u a lis tic , sub jectiv istic and re la tiv istic  th ink ing , all of these typical 

of " irra tio n a listic "  th inking in the terms outlined in th is a rtic le . Ph i

losophy then , according to Barrow - although he does not himself fo r

mulate it in these terms - has a therapeutic ta sk . It has to "cure" the 

individual from hazy, unclear, imprecise th ink ing , and also enable him 

to "diagnose" and "cure" this same "disease" in others.

6. G EN ERAL CONCLUSION

The philosophical work of Robin Barrow is undoubtedly sc ien tific : it is 

system atic, o rd e rly , methodical, and coherent. He also provides su ff i

cient room for reason and logic to play the ir scientific  roles in the process 

of conceptual ana lys is . For all these reasons the question whether 

Barrow 's method of philosophizing can be taken as an instance of twen

tieth centu ry  irra tio na listic  th inking sounds unreasonable and even fa r 

fetched. Everyone acquainted with Barrow 's philosophical work holds it 

in high esteem even if they do not always agree with his view s, and the 

natural reaction to this question w ill be to reject the notion straightaw ay: 

Barrow ’s method of philosophizing is rational and sc ien tific .

To put the question whethei his way of th inking is irra tiona listic  in 

perspective it has been deemed necessary to delineate the terms rational 

/ rationalism as opposed to irra tio n a lis tic  / irrationalism . T h is  exercise 

has hopefully made the statement of the problem c lea re r. An analysis
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of Barrow 's declared aims for philosophy / conceptual analysis has proved 

that his method can indeed be termed irrationalistic in the sense outlined 

in this paper. Th is means that although Barrow makes full allowance for 

reason and logic in his method, they merely play a secondary role for 

the attainment of some or other prim ary purpose. Unlike rationalistic 

philosophers, Barrow does not apply reason for its own sake but rather 

for a purpose beyond itse lf, in his case a personal, ind iv idualistic , 

re la tiv istic  and sub jectiv istic purpose. Th is  purpose, as has been shown, 

is to therapeutically rid the individual user of language of hazy and im

precise th inking , and to diagnose and cure this same disease in others.

To say that Barrow 's method of philosophizing is irrationalistic is not to 

derogate his scientific  work. It is merely to characterize his method of 

philosophizing and to stress the practical and everyday value of his 

method of conceptual ana lysis .
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