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Most academics instinctively flinch when they hear talk of “relevance”.  
Increasingly invoked by roving teams of politicians, administrators and 
business leaders as the optimal characteristic of the modern university, 
its mere mention has the power to make those who dedicate their lives 
to the pursuit of independent, undirected scholarship break out into a 
cold sweat.  

Not without reason.  Increasingly, the world seems divided into the 
relevant and the irrelevant.

Doctors are relevant, given how much we treasure our health.  Lawyers 
are relevant too, given how much we value our property.  Even econo-
mists are relevant, given our strangely unquenchable desire to witness 
the past being predicted with deadly accuracy.  But philosophers?  

Typically not so much. 

Nothing new there.  The public image of the philosopher as the aloof, 
self-absorbed outlier has remained fairly constant since Socrates burst 
onto the scene almost 2500 years ago.  Aristophanes notoriously 
ridiculed him as a hopelessly out-of-touch idealist, pre-occupied with 
his ridiculously outlandish theories that were clearly the product of 
someone with far too much time and far too little common sense.   

Socrates, for his part, while graciously accepting the barbs thrown 
his way, did actually believe he was fulfilling a vital societal function, 
famously referring to himself as a gadfly whose job it was to periodically 
sting the Athenians into at least some dull state of awareness. 

Commentary:  
Good for What Ails Us
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He was, of course, most probably right.  That the Athenians, in their 
wisdom, opted to condemn him to death for his efforts can clearly be 
regarded as rather persuasive evidence of his societal relevance, albeit 
quite probably not in the way that he had intended. 

Angie Hobbs sees herself as a sort of public gadfly as well.  From her 
public perch as the University of Sheffield’s Professor of Public Under-
standing of Philosophy, Hobbs clearly takes an impish Socratic delight 
in highlighting the tortured logic of today’s chattering classes.     

“Everyday I hear politicians confusing fairness with equality, or talks 
saying that we should care more about fairness because it will give us better 
economic growth.  And I think to myself, ‘You’ve misunderstood what 
fairness is.  If you’d read any Kant at all, or any Rawls, or just thought 
about this at all, you would realize that debates about fairness presuppose 
a view of the human being as a separate and autonomous bearer of dignity 
and rights, and as somebody who matters in themselves as an individual.’ 
Not just as a number that can be added up and manipulated.  

“Once you’ve understood that that is the metaphysical conception of the self 
going on behind language about fairness, you realize that you can’t say, ‘You 
should care about fairness simply because it’s a good means for growth’. You 
have to care about it for itself because it means respecting the individual as 
a bearer of individual rights.” 

It’s hard to deny that she has a point. But then so, much of the time, did 
Socrates.  And look what happened to him.  What are the chances that 
Prof. Hobbs – herself a Platonic scholar who specialises in the ethics of 
flourishing and virtue – will have more success at convincing her fellow 
citizens to pay attention to the intellectual incongruities of our leaders?  

Most refreshingly, it seems that they’re actually pretty good.

“When the press release went out announcing my appointment, I received 
over a thousand emails within a few hours.  I’d had a hunch that there was 
a real hunger and that this would fill all sorts of gaps and needs.  
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“From the emails, letters, texts, and tweets that I receive, I think that there 
is a very large number of people who are absolutely hungering for a more 
thoughtful, subtle and careful debate about the issues, those who think that 
the problems that are facing us are so big that they’re fed up with the smart 
sound bite, and they don’t want to be fed pap.”

Worthy sentiments.  But what, concretely, can be done?

For Hobbs, a clear goal to shoot for is an increased philosophical 
presence in both the educational sector and the public arena.   When I 
asked her what she would do upon finding herself suddenly catapulted 
to fully-fledged Philosopher Queen, she unhesitatingly replied:

“I would have philosophy as part of both the national curriculum and local 
curriculum and I would do my best to ensure that the philosophical im-
plications of other subjects, of maths, sciences, history and so on, would be 
regularly emphasized.

“I would have philosophers in think tanks, in political panels, current 
affairs discussions and so on.  I would have philosophy as a prominent 
voice around the table.  Not because philosophers can fix the world, but 
because they genuinely have ideas, arguments and concepts which are worth 
bringing to the discussion, because they generally have a clarity of thought 
which is helpful.”

In fact, she effused, even though she has yet to be formally anointed Phi-
losopher Queen, philosophical momentum is unquestionably building. 

“There are some quite interesting studies going on at the moment about the 
effects of introducing philosophy into primary schools.  I don’t think the data 
so far can be called scientifically rigorous, but the teachers are saying their 
behavior is improving across the board.  Results and achievements in other 
subjects apart from philosophy are improving.  Literacy is improving.”

Thought-provoking stuff.  

Angie Hobbs is the first Professor of Public Understanding of Philos-
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ophy in the United Kingdom.  But I’m guessing that she won’t be the 
last.  

- Howard Burton
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The Conversation

Chapter 1:  

Ambient Philosophical Hunger

Howard:  So, Professor of Public Understanding of Philosophy: how 
did that come about?  How did the position get created and how 
did you, personally become involved?

Angie:  For a number of years I’ve been doing more and more media 
work: on the radio, TV, videos, podcasts and so on.  And this 
work was seen by the Vice-chancellor of my new University, the 
University of Sheffield.  And he thought this would fit in very 
well with his project to make Sheffield a civic university, to really 
embed Sheffield in the community, not only locally but through-
out a wider online community as well.   
 
So he felt his agenda would fit my agenda, and I was approached 
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and was told that, within reason and with a few limitations, I 
could make up the job.  It had not been done in Britain before. 

Howard:  Although you do have professors of public understanding 
of other things, right?

Angie:  Of science and mathematics, yes.  But as far as I know, this is 
the first Professorship of Public Understanding of Philosophy in 
Britain.  It may be the first of its kind in the world.  Although I 
haven’t done a trawl through every country. 
 
That freedom has been fantastic.  I don’t have any particular 
guide to follow,

Howard:  When did the position start, exactly?

Angie:  This job started last October.  Before that I’d been the Senior 
Fellow of the Public Understanding of Philosophy at Warwick 
University.  So part of my brief at Warwick was to specifically do 
public work.  

Howard:  Warwick was a victim of their own success, you see.  You 
had done so well that you got poached by Sheffield.

Angie:  Well, I’m very grateful to both institutions.

Howard:  What has the response been so far as the first Professor of 
the Public Understanding of Philosophy?  First of all, let’s talk 
about the response amongst the general public, who you think 
would be the most interested in such a position.  What has their 
response been? 

Angie:  Really encouraging.  It’s encouraging to see how many people 
are out there.  I think my youngest correspondent has been about 
7, and my oldest in his 90s.  It’s very clear that people are abso-
lutely hungering for a more thoughtful approach to certain key 
problems that are facing us.  They want to find out more about 
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philosophy, both in terms of what philosophers of the past have 
said – the concepts, ideas and arguments – but also in terms of 
what philosophy can bring to current debates that we’ve got on 
money, the environment, spending cuts, education and so on.   
 
A lot of people realize that we’re missing some tools from our 
toolbox, and philosophy is not given great priority at the moment 
in the formal British education system.

Howard:  There’s really no sense of learning philosophy in high 
school, even at the introductory level.  Are there any courses one 
can take?

Angie:  There are some.  Some people study it formally at school, and 
there are increasing numbers of institutions and charities that are 
bringing it informally into primary and secondary schools, and 
some of it’s done through the national syllabus.  But a lot of the 
work in philosophy in schools is done by other organizations.   
 
We’ve got this fantastic resource in philosophy in terms of both 
the concepts and the arguments, which mainly helps people 
think more clearly and rigorously.   Not what to think but how 
to think.  And we’re missing a trick.  Particularly in Britain, less 
so perhaps in other countries such as Germany, Greece, Italy or 
France.

Howard:  I know the French have philosophy in lycée.  They even 
had a recent experiment of teaching it in primary school – even 
younger than that, in fact.  There was a movie made recently 
about this.  
 
But I wanted to ask you about what the 7-year-old correspondent 
had to say.

Angie:  Oh, just information on introductory books for children, 
wanting to know where to start.  They were getting interested and 

http://www.cenestquundebut.com/le-film
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wanted to know where they should start.  

Howard:  Has there been any negative feedback?  Has there been a 
sense of, “What’s all this about?  Why do we need to know about 
philosophy?  That’s just a waste of time” or anything like that?  Has 
there been any negative sense that you’ve picked up either at the 
political level or the person on the street?  

Angie:  Well, people have said “I don’t know what it is.”  Some people 
have got quite a hazy idea about what philosophy is: it’s a term 
that sometimes is used for a certain meditative technique of 
living, you know, “What’s your philosophy of living?” 

Howard:  Right.  Everybody has a philosophy.

Angie:  Exactly.  So, it’s a term that has become quite divorced from a 
lot of its academic applications.  And it’s usually associated with 
numbers: the 10 or 12 step guide. 

Howard:  Philosophy and self-help, they’re often put together in the 
same book department.  Witchcraft sometimes gets thrown in 
there as well.  

Angie:  Yes.  Now as it so happens, I actually think that, even as a 
technical subject, philosophy does have therapeutic uses.  And if 
you go back to ancient Greek philosophers, whom I love, they’re 
very interested in using philosophy to help us.

Howard:  How does one live?

Angie:  Live better, exactly.  But that’s not to say it’s the same as a ten-
step, quick, learn-in-two-weeks, self-help guide.  So people can be 
a bit hazy.  And they can at first sight maybe be a bit dismissive, 
or just think, “I don’t know what this is”, or be a bit baffled.  So, 
yes, you need to do some explaining.  But I’ve met with very, very 
little actual hostility.   
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I’ve met with some lack of understanding, some bafflement, some 
indifference.  But that’s my job: to try to show people just how 
much fun philosophy is and how useful it is, and how it can help 
people think through certain problems, and think through what 
they want out of life more clearly, both as individuals and as soci-
eties, how it can help social engagement and interaction amongst 
children, and so on and so forth. 
 
I went into this with my eyes open.  I went into it because I 
thought there was a need, because I thought the subject has an 
enormous amount to offer people of all ages, to people of almost 
all interests, to people of different levels of education, of different 
levels of intellectual ability.  I just feel that philosophy in different 
forms and guises has a huge amount to offer.  And what it has 
to offer was not currently being used, which frustrated me.  So I 
went in knowing that I was going to have to do some explaining.   
 
At the public level, then, there was a little bit of bafflement, some 
people needed winning over, but on the whole, it was enormously 
encouraging.  I had no idea.  I had to hire a PA within two days.  
 
When the press release went out, within a few hours I had over 
a thousand emails mainly asking me to do stuff and work on 
certain projects.  I’d had a hunch in advance that there was a 
real hunger and that this would fill all sorts of gaps and needs.  I 
believe in my subject.



14

Ideas Roadshow • Angie Hobbs • Philosophy for the Masses

Chapter 2:  

Philosophical Politics and Educational Challenges 

Angie:  At a political level, well, that’s interesting.

Howard:  Yes, let’s get to that.

Angie:  In Britain we have an unelected House of Lords and an 
elected House of Commons.  The unelected House of Lords has 
tended to be very on-board: I had some very interesting, useful 
and constructive discussions with various members of the Lords.  
In the House of Commons, privately, I’ve also had some extreme-
ly interesting discussions – 

Howard:  But not so much publicly?  

Angie:  Well, exactly.  I often deal with people who are highly educat-
ed and cultured, a lot of them studied philosophy at university,

Howard:  You have politicians in your country who are highly educat-
ed and cultured?

Angie:  Indeed, some of them are.  

Howard:  Look at that!

Angie:  But, do they bring it into work?  That’s the big issue.   
 
They can be very, very nervous about using any of this knowl-
edge, any of these arguments, in the public domain.  They think, 
I believe wrongly, that people won’t be interested, that it will be 
a vote loser, that their career progression and their party will be 
held back if they go in for a rigorous, thoughtful and nuanced 
debate using actual arguments.

Howard:  Well, that’s always a threat.  
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Angie:  I think they’re wrong.  From the emails, letters, texts, and 
tweets that I receive, I think that there are a very large number of 
people who are absolutely hungering for a more thoughtful and 
subtle and careful debate about big issues.  Those who think that 
the problems that are facing us are so big that they’re fed up with 
the smart sound bite, and they don’t want to be fed pap.   
 
I actually think politicians should be a bit bolder. 

Howard:  Have you seen signs that things are moving in the right di-
rection?  You’ve outlined two things that seem to me to be linked 
in some way.  On the one hand you have the politicians who are 
fearful – in private they may be sympathetic, but in public they’re 
fearful – of coming on-board, supporting something that might 
be seen as woolly, or might be seen as opening up the door to 
rigorous analysis on the sorts of things that they would rather not 
have rigorous analysis about.  And on the other side you have this 
clamouring, this building of public support for exactly this sort of 
measured, thoughtful analysis. 
 
Have you had any conversions among some of these politicians 
who previously thought, “Well, I’m not really all that interested in 
this”, but then switched to “Goodness me! I see that you have this 
growing audience, you have these 2000, 5000 people paying atten-
tion to what you are doing.  You seem to be right: there is a public 
need for more of this.”

Angie:  I think we’re winning through on the educational level.  For 
instance, in the Department of Education they recommended, 
not too long ago, that head teachers in primary schools strongly 
consider introducing philosophy into the local curriculum – what 
students study is, in fact, a mixture of national and the local 
curriculum.  Of course, we would love to get philosophy in the 
national curriculum too, either as a subject in its own right, or 
at the very least we would like to bring out the philosophical 
implications and debates in subjects like science, math, English 
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and history, which are in the national curriculum.  That would be 
the goal. 
 
But we’re happy that at least it’s being recommended for the local 
curriculum, and since that recommendation, the approaches to 
some of the charities that I’m involved in getting philosophy into 
primary and secondary schools have tripled. 
 
People are beginning to see the enormous benefits, in terms of the 
ideas in their own right, but also in terms of the mental train-
ing that philosophy offers – what, I think, are rather irritatingly 
called “transferable skills”: being able to analyze and construct 
a deductive or inductive argument, to be precise in your use of 
language, to agree your terms with your interlocutor, to analyze a 
concept and to engage in dialogue.  These are the ways in which 
philosophy can help children develop social skills.

Howard:  Isn’t this what the educational experience is supposed to be 
all about?  

Angie:  Exactly.  How to disagree quite robustly with somebody you’re 
talking with, without hitting them, without shouting; how to 
give reasons for your argument, how to agree to differ, how to 
have a dialogue.  
 
As I said, I love the ancient Greek philosophers and my favorite 
of all is Plato, who famously writes in dialogue form – never in 
his own voice, he’s never a character in his own dialogue.  So 
this is my model: I think the Platonic and Socratic model has an 
enormous amount to offer. 
 
In terms of children gaining social confidence, there are some 
quite interesting studies going on at the moment about the effects 
of introducing philosophy into primary schools.  I don’t think the 
data so far can be called scientifically rigorous, but the teachers 
are saying their behavior is improving across the board.  Results 
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and achievements in other subjects apart from philosophy are 
improving.  Literacy is improving. 
 
Also, in Britain we’ve had a debate for several years about how 
you get boys interested in words.  They seem to be less immedi-
ately amenable to poetry and fiction, or at least this is the stereo-
type.  But, I have seen it happen.  Give a mixed group of primary 
school children a philosophical debate: Can we step into the same 
river twice?  Are you the same person that you were yesterday?  What 
existed before time?  What exists beyond space?  And the boys will 
get just as stuck in – they love it. 
 
There are so many benefits and it is so relatively inexpensive.  You 
need very little equipment, you just need to have some trained 
people in the classroom and philosophy programmes at universi-
ties to train those teachers,  
 
So, why not use these tools in our toolbox?  Why let it go to rust 
when they have so many advantages.

Howard:  As I listen to you, the thing that comes across the most 
is your obvious passion for the subject.  And when it comes to 
interesting students at schools, it seems to me that that’s the key 
right there: you want to get people involved so that they can 
think independently, so that they can articulate their thoughts, so 
they can engage in dialogue.   
 
Being a student is often an exceptionally passive experience.  One 
sits there at one’s desk, one gets told the rules of mathematics, 
one gets told the dates of history, and most students are clamour-
ing for a way to invoke their own abilities, experiences and ideas.  
And sometimes there’s a perfectly good reason why many subjects 
are taught the way that they are: you have to learn certain things 
and you have to learn certain dates.  But this is a wonderful op-
portunity for people at any age, it seems, to become involved.



18

Ideas Roadshow • Angie Hobbs • Philosophy for the Masses

Angie:  Yes, there’s space for everybody in the conversation. 
 
But I wanted to go back a bit, because you said that philosophy is 
about teaching people to think for themselves.  Now, far be it for 
me to be cynical, God forbid, but one might say this is perhaps 
a reason why, consciously or unconsciously, politicians can be a 
little wary of philosophy.  If you’ve got an independent-minded 
electorate, they might see through the sound-bites.  But, that 
would be far too cynical, of course. 

Howard:  Of course you didn’t say that, although we do have it on 
tape.  

Angie:  But if there is room for students in the conversation, if 
learning is active and internal, then they’re going to love it more.  
Who wants to just sit there and be fed stuff by an authority 
figure?  You’re 15, you’re a bit radical, you want to question your 
authority figures, you don’t want to accept what the grown-ups 
have told you. 

Howard:  And moreover I would argue that the educational experi-
ence is about questioning authority.  What you really want is for 
people to think for themselves.

Angie:  It’s in The Republic where Plato says, through the character 
of Socrates, that in a way you can’t teach anybody anything: all 
you can do is turn them in the direction of the light.  Now that’s 
presuming that the “teacher” knows where the light is, and we 
shouldn’t set ourselves up as gurus: we’re learning too.  But that 
image, turning people towards the light, opening doors, is the 
way I look at it. 
 
A student once asked me, “What are you trying to achieve in 
this course?”  I replied that my main goal is that, at the end of 
a course with me, she should find the world a more interesting 
and exciting place than she did at the beginning.  My motivation 
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is to open doors, to say, “Look!  Go through there: there are some 
amazing ideas, some amazing arguments.  They will challenge you, 
they will disturb you; you won’t agree with all of them, but my good-
ness me, you will find out how extraordinary the world is and what 
amazing things have been thought.” 
 
Most people, in my experience, are much brighter than they 
think they are.  And certainly much brighter than they’ve often 
been led to believe at school.  If you’ve set the bar quite high, but 
talk clearly and without jargon, saying, “Here’s an argument, I’m 
going to ask you to follow it, and I’m going to ask you to come up 
with a counter argument.”  Most people can do that.  They relish 
that challenge, they relish that respect that they’re being given.
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Chapter 3:  

Tricks of the Trade: Applied Platonic Sociology

Howard:  You’ve mentioned Plato several times, and I’d like to delve a 
bit deeper into aspects of your professional background, in partic-
ular your work on Plato and your specific philosophical interests 
and orientation.  
 
But before I do I want to ask a meta-question related to all of 
this, which is: here you are, really wearing two different hats at 
the same time.  You are the Professor of Public Understanding of 
Philosophy and at the same time you’re a professional philoso-
pher.  Do these things ever conflict?  Do you ever think, “Geez, I 
have to go to another press conference, I have to go to a school, go on 
the radio, give a talk about this or that aspect of public philosophy 
because, after all, that’s part of my purview, that’s why I’m here, this 
is an integral aspect of my job.  But at the same time, there’s this 
paper I want to be doing, I have this conference I’m going to, I have a 
book that I’m working on and I have all this research that I want to 
be doing”?  Do these things sometimes clash?  Or do they in any 
way enhance each other, at some level?

Angie:  They contingently can clash in terms of time, so I have to be 
very disciplined when it comes to time management.  Which is 
weird, because I’m basically an old hippie at heart.  I’ve had to 
learn to be immensely disciplined.  
 
So yes, you’ve got that contingent clash, but I don’t really think 
there’s an essential clash at all.  But you need to be quite sup-
ple, mentally.  You need to be able to switch quite quickly from 
giving a public talk about the use of philosophy in debates on 
fairness and spending cuts, or about the use and abuse of money 
and ethical banking, and a very technical paper.  For example, 
one I’m working on at the moment is how Plato was read and 
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interpreted in Renaissance Florence by Ficino, and I’m looking at 
the respective roles of reason and magic in Plato in Renaissance 
Italy.  It’s pretty scholarly and technical.  So you have to switch 
quite quickly. 
 
But – and here’s the joy – they really feed into each other.  The 
public work I do absolutely helps with clarity.  But more than 
that, it’s really good for me to get somebody who is new to the 
subject, who is curious but not a trained expert, saying to me, 
“Well, why should I care about this?  I understand what you’re 
saying. I get it.  But why should I care? Why does it matter?”  I think 
that’s very good for professional academics to get those kinds of 
‘So what?’ questions. 

Howard:  ‘How is this relevant?’

Angie:  Exactly.  Because the days of us being able to say, “Well, I’m 
very interested in this particular dialogue by Plato or this poem by 
Vergil, and I think that you, as a state, should give me taxpayer’s 
money to go off and be clever about it,” are over.  And frankly, that’s 
probably a good thing. 
 
I think there is room for private research, which does not need 
to take account of public money.  I think there is room for that.  
But if you’re using public money, as I am, I think you have to at 
least make a case for why you need to go off and do the technical 
stuff.  So I think it’s really good for me.  And it works the other 
way round too, because if I didn’t do the very scholarly, technical 
stuff, I think the media would see through me pretty quickly.

Howard:  You wouldn’t have the credibility.

Angie:  Yes.  They would say, “Now actually, Angie was saying the same 
thing 3 to 5 years ago, she’s just repeating herself: she’s becoming a 
parody of herself.  Where’s the new thinking?”  
 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ficino/
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And even when the media don’t want you to be technical – they 
don’t actually want you to do any philosophy on air because 
they’re a bit scared of actually doing philosophy – they want to 
know that you’re doing it elsewhere, that you’ve got that kind of 
authority and gravitas to give credence to what you’re up to.  
 
And your fellow academics are much more likely to be on board 
about the public work if they can see you’ve got some highly spe-
cialized, technical expertise in an area of their subject.  So I think 
the two go very, very well together.

Howard:  And it seems to me that sometimes you explicitly make 
them go well together.  You gave a talk on role models in sports 
figures, for example, and I know in your academic research you 
talk about the use of role models in Plato, you talk about courage 
and manliness, and whether these are gender specific and whether 
you can have a female equivalent and so on.  It seems to me that 
there’s a perfect link there between your academic research and 
something that may be more prevalent in the social conscious-
ness.  

Angie:  Yes, as a professional academic I specialize in something called 
the ethics of flourishing and virtue: an agent-centered approach 
to ethics which focuses on questions of how one should live, what 
sort of person one should be.   
 
It’s a top-down, agent-centred approach and it’s rather different 
from what we could call act-centered approaches that look at the 
consequences of your actions: the greatest good of the greatest 
number, for instance, or which actions are permissible or imper-
missible. 
 
Agent-centred approaches, on the other hand, ask questions like, 
What are your duties? What are your rights?  It’s what we would call 
a deontological approach, and it’s a different style of ethics that is 
going to give rise to questions about role models and life models, 
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and the relation between ethics and psychology and so on.   
 
Now, the technical work I do in Plato, Aristotle and the Hellenis-
tic philosophers and so on, I can feed that directly into debates 
we’ve had over whether athletes could be heroes, over the current 
cult of celebrity and the way we are confusing celebrity with do-
ing things worth celebrating, and the way we’ve debased honour 
into celebrity and fame.  Those kinds of debates, which are going 
on in our society right now, I can use my knowledge of ancient 
Greek discourses to help clarify things. 
 
For instance, two years ago we had some serious riots in England 
(I specifically say England because they didn’t happen in Wales, 
Scotland or Northern Ireland), and some of the press and some 
politicians came out with some really disgraceful language after 
these riots.  They described the rioters as shameless and they 
talked about a feral underclass. 
 
I was able to get stuck into that debate and use my knowledge 
of Plato’s psychology, in which he argues that not only are we 
motivated by rational desires for truth and reality, and appetitive 
desires for food and drink and money and sex and so on, but also 
what he calls “a spirited desire for respect and status”: to respect 
yourself, to be respected by others.  And that is utterly crucial to 
the human psyche.   
 
I used that reference (which incidentally, Freud picks up on with 
his ego, superego and the id, Freud explicitly references Plato), 
to say, “Actually, it is wrong to call the rioters ‘shameless’: they were 
operating on quite a strict code of honour and shame.  It was just 
that they were attaching honour and shame to activities and material 
objects where a lot of society wished they wouldn’t.”   
 
But once you’ve understood what this was about: it wasn’t about 
food (very few, if any, food shops were looted), police stations 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2011_England_riots
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weren’t ransacked, courts of justice weren’t ransacked.  It didn’t 
seem to be particularly political.  It was about TVs, BlackBerrys 
and trainers: the right kind of material goods.   
 
And once you understood that what was going here wasn’t 
that these people materially needed these goods to survive, but 
owning them and displaying them was, they felt, a sign of status, 
then you could understand that what was actually going on was 
a different version of what we had already seen in Britain (and 
here I say specifically Britain and not just England).  We’d seen it 
amongst our political class who were fiddling expenses, we’d seen 
it amongst bankers awarding themselves massive bonuses at other 
people’s expense and somehow getting away with making debts 
public but continuing to privatise profits.   
 
So, we’ve seen those things going on in those classes, and this 
was really just a variation on the same theme.  Yes, the goods 
that were being sought were different, the methods for obtaining 
them were different, on the whole we were dealing with people 
from a different socio-economic class, but the motivations were 
the same.  It was a confusion of material objects with symbols of 
status.   
 
Plato says in The Republic that once you divorce reason from what 
you can get honour and status from, once you leave reason out 
of that debate, you’re in trouble.  And then you’re in even bigger 
trouble if you conflict symbols of honour and status with material 
goods, if you think you’ll get honor from displaying material 
goods.  Once you’ve collapsed those two non-rational aspects of 
the psyche and its desires, you are in desperate trouble. 
 
So, that shows that this is not an underclass working in contradis-
tinction to the rest of society: the problems we saw displayed in 
the England riots were the same kind of problems, with the same 
perverted motivational sets at work, that we saw with bankers 
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and politicians and elsewhere.  What we have is a social problem 
as a whole.  You can’t just syphon it off and say, “That has nothing 
to do with us.” 
 
That was an example of using technical knowledge to inform a 
current debate.

Howard:  This was applied Platonic psychology, in fact.

Angie:  Yes, and you can do it all the time.  You can use Kant to 
inform debates on fairness.  Everyday I hear politicians confusing 
fairness with equality, talks saying that we should care more about 
fairness because it will give us better economic growth.  And I 
think, “You’ve misunderstood what fairness is. If you’d read any Kant 
at all, or any Rawls, or thought about this at all, you would realize 
that debates about fairness presuppose a view of the human being 
as separate and autonomous bearer of dignity and rights, and as 
somebody who matters in themselves as an individual.” Not just as 
a number that can be added up and manipulated.   
 
And once you’ve understood that that is the metaphysical con-
ception of the self going on behind language about fairness, you 
realize you can’t say, “You should care about fairness simply because 
it’s a good means for economic growth”.  You have to care about it 
for itself because it means respecting the individual as a bearer of 
individual rights.  

Howard:  Even if they’re aware of this, the important thing that you’re 
doing is making the broader society aware of the difference.  
You’re somehow enabling the conditions to be met so that the 
politicians can be held accountable, so that people can hold up 
their hands and say, “That’s just ridiculous what you’re saying: you’re 
conflating two things that are really distinct from each other”. 

Angie:  And, you know, you don’t have to be a Nobel Prize-winner to 
grasp these concepts.  Just a wee bit of thought about the con-
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cepts, the arguments, the hidden assumptions, the unspoken con-
sequences, the bi-laterals and so on, just a few minutes thought 
can get you to see that a certain argument is just nonsense.
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Chapter 4:  

From the Agora to the Academy 

Howard:  You’ve been able to apply many aspects of your work to the 
real world.  You’ve been able to elucidate points, clarify things, 
and give real enlightenment to people.   
 
Has it ever worked the other way, I wonder?  Have you ever been 
involved in your work related to the public understanding of 
philosophy and then been struck by something that has helped 
you, for instance, interpret Plato in a different way?

Angie:  All the time, every day.  I should make it really clear that I do 
not see myself as separate from the public, whose understanding 
of philosophy I’m hoping to increase.  I’m a part of that public.  
I’m hoping to increase my own understanding through this.  I’m 
a student, first and foremost.  I’m also a teacher, but as I see it, if 
you’re going to be a teacher you have to be a lifelong student too.  
That’s not just lip service to a cliché: that, I believe, is the truth. 
 
All the models that I believe in about philosophy as a dialogue, 
they apply to me too.  So, every day, somebody will have said 
something that will have clarified my thoughts, or has made 
me realize that I’ve got something slightly wrong, or that there’s 
something that I’m working on at the moment that I can apply. 
 
For instance, I was asked to take part recently in a faith and 
secularism debate.  Initially I thought that I didn’t have the theo-
logical knowledge, so I wouldn’t be very helpful there.  But then 
I thought, no: a lot of the ancient Greek stuff I do is incredibly 
relevant here.   
 
I’m dealing with philosophers like Plato, who is profoundly reli-
gious but didn’t obviously practice one of the current big world 

http://www.westminster-abbey.org/whats-on/lectures-and-seminars/past-lectures-seminars/2012/faith-and-secularism-the-moral-resourcing-of-the-nation-dialogue-and-debate
http://www.westminster-abbey.org/whats-on/lectures-and-seminars/past-lectures-seminars/2012/faith-and-secularism-the-moral-resourcing-of-the-nation-dialogue-and-debate
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religions.  I’m dealing with other philosophers who were agnostic 
or atheist.  There are those like Aristotle, thinkers who were reli-
gious, but didn’t use their religion to found their ethics.  

Howard:  And then there was Socrates who was accused of being 
impious...

Angie:  Exactly.  I’m dealing with people who thought there was 
no need for any essential divide between faith and reason.  I’m 
dealing with people who thought that the more the world could 
be mathematically explained, or explained by the laws of physics, 
the more that showed God at work.  In the case of the Stoics, 
they said that the physical laws of the universe are God in action.  
That is God, on one interpretation of Stoic philosophy. 
 
Now, once I started getting into it, I then started thinking much 
more deeply about the ancient Greek conception of reason: how 
reason for them is a very passionate entity, which desires truth 
and reality very strongly.  I started to get much clearer in my head 
about modern divisions – not just between faith and science, but 
between reason and emotion or appetite – early modern debates 
that come in with Hume and Kant and so on, in the 18th centu-
ry and beyond.   
 
I came to the conclusion that actually, the ancient Greeks have 
an interestingly different conception of reason, and I started 
writing about that.  And that led me into this current work that 
I’m doing, which is the relation of reason and magic: how for 
Plato, some forms of magic are there to serve reason and to work 
reason’s agenda.

Howard:  Like what?  Can you give me an example of some form of 
magic that can actually serve reason from a Platonic perspective? 

Angie:  Well, for instance, in a dialogue I’m currently translating 
called The Symposium, which is about erotic love, he talks about 
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eros (erotic love) and he symbolizes it as a daemon: a sort of inter-
mediary spirit between the mortal and immortal worlds.  And he 
specifically says that this daemon (erotic love) is both a magi-
cian and a philosopher.  Why?  Because this erotic love is what’s 
needed: it’s the motivational force that enables us to connect the 
mortal and the divine worlds.  It enables us to get closer to God, 
who for Plato is absolutely expressive of reason, and may even be 
the pure rational form of the good. 
 
So, there’s this notion that the right kind of magic, and the right 
kind of philosophy, can be symbolized by this same force – erotic 
love – which interestingly is also represented by the character of 
Socrates in the dialogue, who is also called a magician and who is 
also, of course, a philosopher. 
 
This shows that although Plato thinks that magic can be very 
dangerous, can be irrational and work against reason, when prop-
erly harnessed and understood it is simply a way of seeing and 
uncovering connections in the world, which most people cannot 
see.   You might need quite a lot of rational training and study 
before you’re able to perform these quite magical acts of connec-
tion and uncovering. 
 
And that tradition feeds into a Neoplatonist tradition of natural 
and unnatural magic, which then feeds on through the Middle 
Ages to the Renaissance.  This tradition that there can be natural 
magic, which can work in harness with reason, and unnatural 
magic, which is a lot more irrational and dangerous, is really rich.   
 
And it makes you rethink how previous generations have con-
ceived of reason very differently, and have had a richer conception 
of reason.  They have more words for it: there are more words in 
Greek or Latin for a reason.  And we have a rather narrow and 
arid conception of reason.  We often think of it simply in terms 
of means-end reasoning.  Often people think, “Oh, I don’t like 
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philosophy: it’s about reasoning, it’s not very passionate.” 

Howard:  “It’s not relevant to me, it’s sterile.”

Angie:  “It’s sterile, it’s arid and it’s detached.”  No, there are huge 
traditions in philosophy, until very recent times, where reason 
is seen as very passionate, really caring about and desiring and 
loving truth and reality.  And the division is not between reason 
and emotion but between rational and irrational desires.  Even 
something as alien to us as magic can be harnessed in some of 
these thinkers.   
 
That whole debate in these technical papers that I’m currently 
writing, that stemmed from being asked to be involved in a de-
bate in Westminster Abbey on faith and secularism, and whether 
there are any philosophical traditions which can bridge current 
divides, both between people of faith and no faith, or of unsure 
faith, and between different faiths.  And I wanted to argue that 
yes, ancient Greek ethics of flourishing and virtue can provide a 
moral resource that can bring people together in the world: it’s 
a shared moral resource which can transcend current religious 
divides as well as divides between atheists, agnostics and people 
of faith.   
 
Had I not been asked to do this and started thinking about it, I 
probably wouldn’t have reconsidered it. So, it can work two ways, 
no question about it.   
 
There’s also this: whenever I do something for television or radio 
or whatever, I always like to do at least ten times as much research 
for the program than I could possibly use on air.  And very often 
afterwards I think to myself, “You know, all that stuff I didn’t use is 
actually the basis for a technical philosophical paper”.  
 
So, absolutely, they feed both ways. 
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Chapter 5:  

Professional Anxieties

Howard:  Let me ask you a little bit about the response of your 
colleagues to all this.  I can imagine, academia being what it is, 
that there might be some stones being thrown in your direction 
out of jealousy: “Here’s this Hobbs, the philosophy rock star, she’s on 
In Our Time again, she’s on the radio, she’s on television, she’s all over 
the place.  And I’m stuck in some ivory tower somewhere and no one’s 
listening to what I have to say.”  There may be a little bit of that. 
 
Or there may be a certain sense of, “Well, isn’t she just being a little 
bit  dilettante-esque?  Today she’s talking about the ethics of photo-
journalism, tomorrow she’s talking about food waste, another day 
she’s talking about secularism and faith, here it’s Neoplatonism, there 
it’s Epicureanism, no one can possibly be doing that with any degree 
of authority: she’s trivializing what we’re doing,” and so on and so 
forth.  Do you get any of that?

Angie:  Those are three different charges.  In terms of jealousy, I don’t 
know: nobody says any of that to me.  Quite a lot of academics 
don’t want to do media stuff.  We live in a culture in Britain at 
the moment where funding for university departments depends 
on there being three or four people who are doing some of this.  

Howard:  So, some may be grateful.

Angie:  Yes, some academics are just pleased that I as well as others are 
doing this stuff so they don’t have to.  So, that’s one issue. 
 
In terms of the dilettantism, yes: one could end up a Jill of all 
trades and master of none.  And that’s why I keep trying to work 
incredibly hard to keep some scholarly output coming out in my 
own specialist field of ancient Greek philosophy and particularly 
the ethics of flourishing and virtue, and the moral psychology 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006qykl


32

Ideas Roadshow • Angie Hobbs • Philosophy for the Masses

needed to support that.  And I think that really helps because 
most academics know that I do do that: I still lecture at a univer-
sity every week and I still teach it to PhD level.  So I think that’s 
important and useful.   
 
And also, if somebody says I’m a dilettante, I mean, that doesn’t 
harm the subject so much.  I think most people that know me 
and know my work probably don’t think that, but if anybody did, 
so what, really?  I’m here for the public understanding of philoso-
phy, not the public understanding of Angie Hobbs.  So, to some 
extent, it doesn’t really matter what people think of me.   
 
I was expecting a lot of brickbats, and I’ve been so pleasantly 
surprised at how supportive and encouraging and helpful tweets 
and emails have been, and people offering to help for nothing, 
asking, “Do you need a volunteer?” and so forth.  People believe in 
philosophy and want this to work.   
 
Now, the question of whether you’re dumbing down the subject 
is a really good one.  I think some of the academic philosophers 
at the beginning when – not just me, but other academics were 
starting to appear more regularly on TV and so on – were initially 
concerned about whether or not this was going to make what is 
often a very difficult subject seem very easy.   
 
I think most of them have been reassured, because that would be 
a fair charge to make if there was anybody out there actually pre-
tending that philosophy is easy.  But on the whole, I, and others, 
are not doing that.  We’re very honest and clear that philosophy 
at its higher reaches is very, very difficult.  But that doesn’t mean 
that people can’t get an enormous amount out of the subject 
through exploring the foothills of Everest.  Not everybody has to 
climb up to the peaks of the Himalayas.  You can get a lot out of 
learning a few grades of the violin, and that can hugely help your 
enjoyment and understanding of music, and your sense of your 
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own creative ability: you can get an enormous amount of pleasure 
without being a Yehudi Menuhin at the end of it.   
 
So long as people who are engaged in my kind of work are honest 
and transparent, and don’t try to kid people that this is an easy 
subject – it isn’t – we can all make progress.  You’re not going to 
start a 7 year old with Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, or Plato’s 
Parmenides or Aristotle’s De Anima or whatever, these are very, 
very difficult texts.  But you can start them on that Heraclitus’ 
paradox of not being able to stand in the same river twice. I’ve 
actually recently written a short story based on that paradox for 
a book on philosophy for children called The Philosophy Shop, 
where the editors asked philosophers around the world to con-
tribute.  As long as you pitch it correctly and honestly that’s the 
key. 
 
I think most academics are reassured. Yes, this is a sort of ‘philos-
ophy light’, but philosophy light isn’t the same as dumbing down.   
That’s a crucial difference.  There is a space in life for philosophy 
light: you can tweet something and include a link to a blog, book 
or article which goes into much more depth into the issues, and 
includes a bibliography and gives people the tools to carry things 
to a higher level, to climb higher up into the Himalaya. 
 
So, I think that’s important.  You’re right: we talked in the 
beginning of the dangers of over-complexity, making things too 
abstruse and too riddled with jargon, and that can be a problem.  
Of course, oversimplification can also be dangerous.  Not just 
intellectually dangerous but it can be morally dangerous.   
 
Quite a lot of the conflicts that we see in the world, political and 
religious at the moment, are absolutely fueled by oversimplified 
positions, sometimes that people adopt for themselves, sometimes 
which they have foisted on them by others.  So oversimplifica-
tion can be morally very, very dangerous as well as intellectually 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1781350493/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1781350493&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
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reprehensible.  And that would be a danger, but I don’t actually 
know of any philosophers doing that.  So, there’s a theoretical 
problem there. 
 
There would be another problem if philosophers thought they 
could just parachute into a situation and sort it out.  We’ve been 
talking about all sorts of areas to do with the riots, to do with 
money and banking, to do with fairness and spending cuts, to do 
with faith and secularism, where I genuinely believe that philos-
ophy can be a really helpful and constructive voice around the 
table.  And I really truly believe that. 
 
If philosophers then became arrogant and thought they could 
just parachute in and just fix the world, now that would be very 
dangerous.  And historically there have been a few arrogant phi-
losophers who have thought they could fix it.  There’ve been one 
or two philosophers who thought they were God.  
 
There’s a legend, I don’t know if it’s true, of the pre-Socratic phi-
losopher Empedocles who thought he was a God and leapt into 
Mount Etna in Sicily to prove it.  He was never seen again. 

Howard:  Right, didn’t Pythagoras also think that he was a God?

Angie:  If he existed, we don’t know for sure.  But, that kind of hubris 
and arrogance would also be dangerous.  So, occasionally you see 
philosophers thinking, “Oh my gosh, I can fix this by being clever.”

Howard:  But normally the problem is in the other direction.

Angie:  Precisely.  Actually, I think the main problem is not philoso-
phers overselling what they can offer society, but underselling it.  
I think that’s the bigger problem: philosophers are actually too 
modest about what their subject can bring.  Because you don’t 
have to think that you’re special, you don’t have to be arrogant 
and vain, but you can think that your discipline has a huge 
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amount to offer, which our society is currently not taking the 
most advantage of.  So, actually, I see that as a bigger problem.
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Chapter 6:  

Philosophical Measurables

Howard:  I wanted to ask you the obvious business question.  If I put 
myself in the framework of a bureaucrat or a businessman, the 
obvious question is how do you measure success? 
 
OK, so you’re the Professor of Public Understanding, your job 
is to contribute in some nontrivial way towards the creation of a 
more philosophically-aware populus in the United Kingdom, if 
not beyond.  How do you know that that’s actually happening?  
Can you measure success in any clear way?  
 
You can measure it in some indirect way: if people somehow start 
thinking for themselves and calling politicians on the cant that 
they are saying, if the press becomes a little bit more philosoph-
ically literate, cogent, not looking for the immediate sound bite 
and so forth. 
 
But is there any way you can measure these things in a more de-
monstrable fashion, so that you can look back and say, “I’ve been 
successful here, unsuccessful there, I have to work a little bit harder 
doing this, that or the other thing”?  To give concrete evidence that 
there should be more professors of public understanding of phi-
losophy 5 years from now, or why there might be fewer even.  
 
Is there anyway you can imagine doing something like that? 

Angie:  Well, you can measure quantities.  So, in terms of measuring 
success, you can look at quantities of outputs: the number of 
programs that philosophers take part in, the number of debates 
they’re invited to join, or if they offer their services, the number 
of offers that are taken up.  You can look at the different kinds 
of areas where philosophy is invited.  For instance, we’ve talked 
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about the city, the church, I’ve been doing work with the military 
as well on the ethics of courage.  I’ve recently come back from the 
United States Air Force Training Academy in Colorado Springs, 
lecturing on courage and risk.  They’ve read The Republic.  They’re 
philosophically informed. 
 
At any rate, you can look at the different areas in which philoso-
phy is being invited, and which it invites itself and has the offer 
accepted.  You can look at the number of listeners, audience 
numbers, the number of emails and tweets and so on that you 
receive.  
 
You could look at government bills that are changed or adopted 
as a result of philosophical debate, you can look at the number 
of schools taking up the subject, you can look at the number of 
students taking it up formally, you can look at the numbers in 
evening classes that are attending debates and philosophy festi-
vals, and so on and so forth.  So, some of it you can quantify.  
 
In terms of, “How is it changing people’s quality of life?” that’s hard-
er to assess, by definition.  As Mill said of Bentham’s work, “Not 
everything can be quantified”, some things need to be qualitatively 
assessed and are not commensurable.  You can’t find a common 
unit to measure them by.  So, what do you do there?  Well, that’s 
harder: you have to look at people’s subjective responses in emails 
and so on.

Howard:  But you can assess it, nonetheless.

Angie:  Yes.  We were talking earlier about how teachers in primary 
schools where philosophy is now part of at least the local curricu-
lum, they do have the general impression that behavior is improv-
ing, together with more scientific evidence that academic results 
are improving across the board.  Now, of course, you could say, 
“How can we prove for sure that the results are getting better because 
philosophy was introduced? They’re just happening at the same time”. 
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Howard:  It’s hard to have these controlled experiments.

Angie:  Exactly.  That’s something that scientists come across every 
day.  But there are ways of getting qualitative feedback, that’s for 
sure.   
 
I’m hugely encouraged by the different areas which have invited 
me in.  I’m very encouraged by the number of businesses and 
bankers that have wanted discussion. 

Howard:  Bankers? 

Angie:  Now, you could say that maybe some of this is cynical: they 
could have to take a corporate social responsibility course.

Howard:  Even still, doing that for bankers is definitely cause for a 
celebration.

Angie:  I have a big vision but I’m also very pragmatic and practical 
about the steps needed to work towards realizing that vision.  
And progress is progress. 

Howard:  So, what do you talk to bankers about?

Angie:  Well, you can talk to bankers about what money is for, and 
how individual profits can be made, while at the same time serv-
ing society: the two do not have to conflict.  You can talk about 
all the sorts of ways money can be made, invested, spent and 
saved for greater community good as well as personal good; and 
how, actually, in the medium to long term, you’re actually going 
to make more profit if you’re – 

Howard: Enlightened self-interest.

Angie:  Precisely.  If you look back at the early capitalist writers in 
the 18th century, it makes your heart bleed: a lot of them had 
very strong social agendas.  They thought they were decreasing 
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anxiety and worry about the future, through saving and protect-
ing oneself against famine or illness, and protecting the weak and 
vulnerable in society.  We were creating more leisure time which 
people could spend in the chocolate and coffee houses discussing 
the latest work by David Hume, say.   
 
Now, of course, what we’ve done with money is that we’ve let it 
take over: currently it’s running us.  It’s giving us more worry and 
less free time.  But, if we thought about money a bit more, we 
could worry about it a whole lot less.   
 
And quite a lot of bankers get that: not that many people say 
they want to make money for its own sake.  Most people want it, 
at least, to buy other stuff.  So getting people to think, “What’s 
money good and bad at doing?”, “What kinds of ways can it increase 
our happiness and flourishing?” and “What ways does it decrease it?”  
A lot of people want to think about that privately, but they’re also 
interested in what their company can do.   
 
I’m encouraged by that.  I’m encouraged by the military and the 
church thinking that philosophy can help.  I’m encouraged by a 
lot of individual politicians thinking it can help, and we’re start-
ing to build up some momentum whereby they’ll start to see this 
as a vote winner rather than a vote loser, and they’ll have a bolder 
public voice.  I’m hugely encouraged by the interest in schools 
and universities.   
 
I’m discouraged by the spending cuts that are threatening our 
humanities subjects in Britain, including philosophy.  I just see it 
as absolute madness.  It’s a subject, as we’ve seen, which teaches so 
many transferable skills: employers like a person with a philoso-
phy degree.  They know they’ve got somebody who can analyse 
a concept rigorously and can construct an argument without 
waffling.  And it’s relatively inexpensive.  It’s complete madness.  
Even in economic terms it makes no sense to just train scientists 
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and engineers at university.  Not that I have anything against sci-
ence and engineering, which have many philosophical questions 
implicated in them.  So, there’s work to be done on the political 
level, but I’m encouraged. 
 
And in terms of education, there is a real surge of charities and 
individuals working so hard to get philosophy into schools, if 
only to supplement the curriculum.
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Chapter 7:  

Philosopher Queens and the Importance of Fun

Howard:  If you were the Philosopher Queen, of not only the United 
Kingdom but of planet Earth, such that you not only had the 
same amount of insight, wisdom and inclination that you have 
now combined with raw power that you could implement in any 
way you saw fit in order to change society, what would you do?  
What would you do differently? 

Angie:  I would have philosophy as part of the national curriculum.  
I would have the philosophical implications of other subjects, of 
maths, sciences, history and so on, brought out and emphasised.  
I would have it in the local curriculum too.   
 
I would keep funding philosophy departments in universities, 
for all the good things that philosophers are going to do to our 
society, including teaching the next generation of philosophers, 
because the torch needs to be carried on and philosophers go into 
such a very wide range of careers afterwards. 
 
We’re starting to see more and more philosophy festivals around 
the world, I would continue supporting that.  

Howard:  What does one do in a philosophy festival, by the way?

Angie:  Well, there’s one at Hay-on-Wye called How The Light Gets 
In, which runs in conjunction with the literary festival at Hay-on-
Wye: there are solo talks, there are panel discussions.  
 
I would have philosophers in think tanks, in political panels and 
current affairs discussions and so on.  I would have philosophy as 
a prominent voice around the table.  Not because philosophers 
can fix the world, but because they genuinely have ideas, argu-
ments and concepts which are worth bringing to the discussion, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosopher_king
http://howthelightgetsin.org/
http://howthelightgetsin.org/
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because they generally have a clarity of thought which is helpful.   
 
But I would also show people what fun philosophy is.  What we 
haven’t discussed thus far is the other side of my work, which is to 
show that philosophers don’t have to be pompous and po-faced, 
that you can be serious about your subject without being too -

Howard:  I think you’ve amply demonstrated that by your comments.

Angie:  Yes, but one can really have fun.  So, you were playfully using 
Plato’s language of ‘The Philosopher Queen’, referencing The 
Republic.  Now, in the last British election I ran a campaign on 
twitter to get people to vote for an alternative cabinet of philos-
opher-rulers, which is what Plato recommends.  They could be 
living or dead. 
 
And we had such fun.  Some of the votes were perfectly serious.  
So, Mill ended up as Prime Minister and I believe Hume ended 
up as Home Secretary and Aristotle was Chancellor of the Exche-
quer.  Marx got Work and Pensions – so, we had some perfectly 
serious debates.  But we also had some really fun stuff.  Kant 
was Minister for Women – he was famously terrified of women 
– Heidegger was Minister for the Environment, perhaps because 
he went off and lived in a forest at the end of his life.  I think 
Wittgenstein was Chief Whip – there’s a famous incident where 
Wittgenstein attacked Popper with a poker..?

Howard:  Right.  There was even a popular book written about it. 

Angie:  Yes.  So, there were some joke answers too.  But that was 
absolutely fine: I was perfectly happy for people to just have fun 
with it and enjoy it.  Because people will learn and study and read 
subjects that they enjoy.  I really want people to explore what phi-
losophy can offer them, as individuals and as members of society, 
and you’re not going to do that unless people want to study this.   
 

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/newsandevents/pressreleases/voters_spurn_main/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060936649/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0060936649&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
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Getting people to laugh is great.  I took part in a re-enactment 
of Monty Python’s Philosopher Football Match, and anyone who 
has seen me play football…well, that was really a joke.  I had 
never played before.

Howard:  But you don’t have to actually play for that particular 
match.

Angie:  That’s what I thought, but they lied to me!  I watched the 
original sketch again on YouTube, and I thought it was perfect: 
they don’t actually move, they just discuss philosophy and ignore 
the ball.  And then Archimedes works out, very near the end, 
what the ball is for; and then Socrates, pretty much unopposed, 
charges down the pitch with it and scores.  I forget who the goalie 
is, someone like Leibniz, who just ignores the ball.  And the com-
mentator, in one of the greatest lines of commentary ever, says, 
“That is probably one of the most important goals Socrates will score 
in his life”.  Absolutely deadpan, brilliant.   
 
And I thought, “This is great: I’ll go along as Zeno, the ancient 
Greek philosopher who denied the possibility of motion and indeed 
space and time, and I will just refuse to move and everything will 
be fine”.  But two days before, they contacted me and said, “I 
hope you’ve got your football boots”, and it was the full 90 minutes.  
I was taken off for little stretches to rest, on a stretcher pretty 
much.  No, indeed, we had to run around!  I didn’t even know 
the offside rule.  

Howard:  Hold on a minute.  Did they not do their preparatory 
work?

Angie:  Well, it was different.  Our team manager, Graham Taylor, 
was a genuine former England football manager.  Incidentally, 
he’s a very clever man, very brilliant.  His half-time talk was one 
of the funniest things I’ve ever heard.  You can watch this clip on 
YouTube.  I run reasonably fast, but I don’t know what to do with 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIE7QVVUDQw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2gJamguN04
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIE7QVVUDQw
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the ball when I get to it.  That was my problem.

Howard:  But you’re not supposed to, under the circumstances.  So, 
who were you playing against?

Angie:  I was playing for Socrates Wanderers, and we were playing 
against Nietzsche Albion.  And unlike the Monty Python sketch 
where the Greeks beat the Germans, this time the Germans beat 
us.   
 
And it was very interesting to see which current academic philos-
ophers are very competitive.  Because our teams were made up of 
a mix of practicing academic philosophers and comedians.  

Howard:  There was no one that bridged the gap between the two?

Angie:  Well, I think the way I played football, I probably did.  So yes, 
I also want to have fun with the subject to show people you can 
be serious about philosophy but not take yourself too seriously.  
Plato’s dialogues are full of jokes – sometimes quite rude ones. 
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Chapter 8:  

Going Global 

Howard:  Before I let you go, I’m going to ask you one more final 
question of a more international context.  We’ve talked a lot 
about the United Kingdom, which makes sense since you are the 
Professor of the Public Understanding of Philosophy for a British 
university, The University of Sheffield.  But as a professional phi-
losopher you’re preoccupied with aspects of the human condition, 
which, by definition, is international.  
 
I’ve got a two-part question.  Are there places in the world today 
where philosophy has perhaps done a little bit better than in the 
United Kingdom?  Are there places that you can point to and 
say there is a deeper, broader and more rigorous philosophical 
understanding that pervades the social consciousness, generally 
speaking, in a particular country as opposed to another?   
 
And my second question is, is there anything we can do in a co-
herent way, in terms of public understanding of philosophy, on a 
more international basis?  Or do we have to wait until we have an 
effective world government or something like that, which is not 
going to happen in our lifetime. 

Angie:  I don’t have enough of a knowledge base to answer your first 
question properly.  In my experience, France and Germany tend 
to be more philosophically informed.  And, indeed, in Greece – 
although tragically it doesn’t seem to be helping their economy 
right now.

Howard:  Well, there are other factors presumably involved.

Angie:  Yes, indeed.  And what’s going on in Greece does not purely 
have a Greek source.  There are a great many people who write to 
me and tweet me from all over the world, so I know there’s huge 
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interest in North and South America and India, and Australia 
and South Africa and so on.  All over. I can’t think of a single 
country that I’m not in contact with.   
 
As I see it, the problems facing the human race, and not just hu-
mans but life on this planet, are so serious, we cannot afford not 
to act together; and philosophy can provide tools for the global 
community.  
 
The Internet has been fantastic for philosophy.  There are very 
few Internet trolls and unpleasant abusers in the little corners 
that practice philosophy.  Almost everyone I meet via the Internet 
is extremely cooperative, helpful and interested.  The talks that 
are being posted, the debates that are going online, radio is now 
archived on the Internet, the BBC World Service… I think the 
Internet is the way forward for the future global community of 
the philosophers.  And I’m thrilled about that.  

Howard:  And we hope to contribute to that, and you have contrib-
uted enormously to our hoped-for contribution.  Thank you very 
much, Angie.

Angie:  Thank you, it’s been a huge pleasure to be here.  
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Biography,  
Reviews & References

Angie Hobbs is the Professor of the Public Understanding of 
Philosophy at the University of Sheffield.  Her chief interests are 
in ancient philosophy and literature, ethics (both theoretical and 
applied), and political theory.  Angie has published widely in 
these areas, and frequently appears on radio, television, and in 
print to promote the role of philosophy in schools and advocate 
for academic public engagement.

Angie is currently producing a new translation of, and commen-
tary on, Plato’s Symposium, a vivid dramatic dialogue exploring 
different views on the origins, nature, aims and effects of love.

Further References to the Ideas:
Some References/Links for Chapter 1: Ambient Philosophical  

Hunger

For a look at Angie’s various appointments, publications and talks, you 
can find her CV here.   

For an introduction to philosophy and some of the major philosoph-
ical concepts, readers of all ages may enjoy The Philosophy Shop: 
Ideas, Activities and Questions to Get People, Young and Old, Think-
ing Philosophically, by Peter Worley with contributions by Angie 
Hobbs.

http://angiehobbs.com/static/503e0ed3c4aae24275de4851/t/503f8314e4b01fd887a54a6d/1346339604102/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1781350493/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1781350493&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1781350493/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1781350493&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1781350493/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1781350493&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
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On page 11, Howard mentions a movie about teaching philosophy at 
the primary level. You can watch a preview here. 

For more about how philosophy can be used as a guide to living see 
this link on ‘The Great Courses’, taught by Professor Stephen A. 
Erickson.

For an introductory overview of ancient greek philosophy see, Greek 
Philosophers: From Thales to Aristotle  by W. K. C. Guthrie.

Some References/Links for Chapter 2: Philosophical Politics and 
Educational Challenges

In regard to the intersection of philosophy and politics, the reader may 
enjoy The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics by Iain McLean,  to 
which Angie has contributed a number of entries.  

For more about teaching philosophy see Theoretical Reflections and Prac-
tical Suggestions by Tziporah Kasachkoff.

For some examples of the positive effects of philosophy at the primary 
level, see this article in The Telegraph. 

Angie is an Honorary Patron of The Philosophy Foundation, an award 
winning charity that brings philosophy to schools, businesses and 
communities.

Some References/Links for Chapter 3: Tricks of the Trade: Applied 
Platonic Psychology

On page 16, Angie mentions that Plato is her favorite philosopher.  You 
can find his complete works here.

http://www.cenestquundebut.com/le-film
http://www.thegreatcourses.com/tgc/courses/course_detail.aspx?cid=4244
http://www.thegreatcourses.com/tgc/courses/course_detail.aspx?cid=4244
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0061310085/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0061310085&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0061310085/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0061310085&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0674057902/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0674057902&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0199205167/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0199205167&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0742514498/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0742514498&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0742514498/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0742514498&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/primaryeducation/9742847/Philosophy-lessons-key-to-schools-SATs-success.html
http://www.philosophy-foundation.org/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0872203492/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0872203492&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
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Angie explores Plato’s thinking on courage, manliness and heroism in 
Plato and the Hero. 

For more about virtue ethics see: Virtue Ethics (Oxford Readings in 
Philosophy) by Roger Crisp.

You can find a collection of articles about the 2011 England Riots here. 
Angie goes into more detail about the riots in this blog post.

For Plato’s Phadreus, see here.  Freud picks up on Plato’s idea in The Ego 
and the Id.

On page 24 and ongoing, Angie makes references to Plato’s famous 
work, The Republic. 

Some References/Links for Chapter 5: Professional Anxieties

On page 33 Angie mentions The Philosophy Shop: Ideas, Activities and 
Questions to Get People, Young and Old, Thinking Philosophically by 
Peter Worley with contributions by Angie Hobbs.

Some References/Links for Chapter 7: Philosopher Queens and the 
Importance of Fun

For the results of Angie’s playful philosopher-ruler campaign, men-
tioned on page 42. 

Also on page 42, Howard mentions the book based on the incident 
where Ludwig Wittgenstein attacked Karl Popper with a poker. 
Wittgenstein’s Poker: The Story of a Ten-Minute Argument Between 
Two Great Philosophers by David Edmonds.

You can watch Angie play football here.  And for the Monty Python 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0521028973/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0521028973&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0198751885/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0198751885&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/series/reading-the-riots
http://blogs.warwick.ac.uk/drangiehobbs/entry/plato_and_the/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0140449744/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0140449744&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393001423/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393001423&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0393001423/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0393001423&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0141442433/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0141442433&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1781350493/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1781350493&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1781350493/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1781350493&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/newsandevents/pressreleases/voters_spurn_main/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060936649/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0060936649&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060936649/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0060936649&linkCode=as2&tag=idearoad09-20
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIE7QVVUDQw


50

Ideas Roadshow • Angie Hobbs • Philosophy for the Masses

clip that inspired the above match, watch here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2gJamguN04
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