The Abolition of Thought

Roger Scruton considers its absence from
education and public life

nial two or theee years ago |

wis spending all my working

hours either in o university or
reflecting on the needs of a university
and trying o produce the kind of writing
that university life requires, So 1 had
many opportunities o consider wha
Tais actually been happening: 1o our uni-
versities in the vears sinee the war, and
in particular in the last two decades. T
seems tome notthat thinking hasceased,
but that people have cultivated amd ae-
quired the art ol pretending to think.

I was cducated in the days when there
wis @ serious curricubon, which in
vorlved o considerable amount ol knowl-
edpe: knowledge notonly ithout our own
society and history and culture but also
about other societies, other histories and
other cultures. Those of my seneration
who taaght the humanities in the sisties
and seventies were stll teaching accord-
ing 1o the old curriculum, I required us
o teach not only the history of our own
country but the history ol ancient and
medieval peoples. I required our col-
feagues toteachancient kimguages, Litin
and Gireek in particular, and the culre
that goes with those languages, Our
colleagues had o teach religions which
were no longer believed inz they hid o
mform their students about the intricate
details of Greek and Roman mythology,
about the habits. customs and values of
the ancient tribes ol Isracl, Babylon and
Faypt. These bits of information wenl
natural ly into the beads of young people
throughout the Tast century and most of
this century.

The curricalum it was being taught.,
i other words, was notsimply conlined
1o the culture that young people imbibe
from their surroundings. 1t involved an
cducation in a whole series ol cultures
guite unrelated 1o cach other excep!

through the aceidem ol history, 1t in-

volved studying cultures of people who
had leng since disappeared [rom the
carth, studying their languages, their
aonds, their ways of life, their expecta-
tions, and their history. It was indeed a
multiculural curriculum,
Thisoldcurriculumbas been destroyved
in the last ten years by sianething called
multi-culturalism, which tells us that
our traditional education was ethnocen-
tric. For it concentraled on the colture
produced by dead, white. European
males, as the American idiom has it In
place of the traditional curriculum was
e be put the “multiculweal™ curricu-
I, This imvolves studying, or teach-
ing ab least, the products ol vanety of
cultures supposedly represented in the

modern urban landscape. The result of

this move has heen that no culture in
particular has been  imparted 10 the
youthof 1oday, norhave they been given
much knowledge aboutany culture other
than their own. The multicultural cur-
riculum typically involves studying rap
music, comic strips, Rastatarianism

alf-shoots of disinherited minoritics in
inner cities, most of whomare driven by
their migrant situation into absorbing
what culture they can [ram the elevi-
sion and the mass medin The result s
an entirely mono-cultural corriculum,
focused inan uneducative wiy on 1he
trivia ol day-to-day lite in o modern
urbzin enviranment, The “multiculural”
curriculum does not involve the ac-
quaintance with any culture other than
the commercialised mish-mash which
is uvailable w youth already. I is there-
[ore not something that can really be put
Forward as i serious topic of study. This
difficulty has come 1o the attention of
thase who have tied to teach according
1o the new multicultoral programmes in
American universities. On the whole
they have recognised that there is noth-

ing very much that they are being asked
o leach; they are required merely (o
rehearse the obsessions which students
have when they come o university in
order that they should retain them when
they leave.

There is no going back, because our
old curriculum, the tuly muliicultural
currculum, required serious knowled ge
belore you could even begin to study it.
You had toknow some Latin, you had to
know some basic history, and you had to
have acquired these things at the age
when your interest in them was still
awakened, 1is very difficult at the age
ol twenty two 1o begin 1o acqguire the
outline knowledee of history which is
necessary (o make sense of all the de-
tails. We are therefore now seeing anew
sencration ol graduates who do not
really have any structure to their think-
ing, because the time when structure
could be acquired was passed over in
attending 1o trivia

It only required alittle bit of thinking
to recognise that our curriculum as it
existed  was  multicultural, as
ndiculiural as it could L‘("HL"."H'H!'F]j' be
without heing merely confused. Under
pressure from fashionable ideology and
also the general laziness which con-
[ronts us in the modern world, this old
curriculum was steadily abolished.

Feminism is. to my mind, another
vehicle for pretended thought, in anarea
where thinking has been very much
needed. Whatare men, whature women”?
How do they and should they stand in
relation o each other? s not as though
people are not familiar with this topic, it
is not as though a great deal of human
thought has not been devoted wit. [Fyou
read the novels ol Jane Austen you will
see intense and extended meditation on
what is possible between man and
wontan, and also what is ideal, All tha
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fras been thrown away by the academic
feminists, whoregard even the novels of
Jane Austen as constructed around an
agenda formed by men. It is as though
the whole history of mankind had been
produced by one sex alone. 11 that were
so it would say something serious about
the ather sex, But of course it is not so,
As everybody knows, the relations be-
tween the sexes are the product of a
million years of constant negotiation.
The wisdom mvolved in that process
hits been encapsulated in the art and
literature that has come down s, [is
this art and literature that we should be
studying i we want 10 know about the
situation o woman inthe modern world.
Feminism has thrown all vaditional
sources ol social knowledge away. In
universities, especially in America, it
lias set up branches of the curriculum
devoted purely tothe reading of feminist
wrilers: women's studies or, in Stanford
University, feminist sidiey — the as-
sumption being that you have to be g
feminist in order even © sit in the
classroom, The effeet is o close the
mind entirely. Here is o subject which
imphies inats title that you have 1o agree
with certain Far from eredible prejudices
il you are 1o graduate, Thal oo is an
example of the undoing of thought,
Another anstance, politically much
more relevant m England, is the lobby in
Favour ol animal rights. The slightest bl
of thinking would here have prevented
i great deal o confusion and brought
much  emotion o a sensible guictus.
Anyhody who thinks about the concept
ol wright will Know that animals cannol
have rights without also having duties;
itwould then be possible 1o blame them,
punish them, rewared them and also hiold
them guilty for their violations of oth-
ers” rights. In which case whole species,
like the cagle and the lion, would have
to be condemned as inexorable vielaors
ol the rghts of others, The confusion
that would enter into our dealing with
animials, i we really thought that they
Bl reghits, 15 5o greal that ot would he
impassible o relate to them coherently
atall. I needs only a very small amount
ol thought w recognise thal animals do
ot have rights and cannot have rights,
Yol there is o movement in Britain,

mvolving the lobbying ol Parliznent

and mass advertising, based on the as-
sumption that animals do have rights
and that terrible crimes are being com-
mitted every day when calves are rattled

ol their cattle trucks for slavghter, OF

course we cannot lreal animals in any
way we wiant, Nevertheless, a move-
ment for animal rights cannot lead to
anything but confusion. I we are to

think seriously about the problem of

how we deal with animals. we must
hegin [rom seeing animals as they are;
namely creatures which can sulfer, and
which can also feel joy and pleasure, bul
which do not have rights and duties
hecause they are not moral beings. This

15 another instance of the undoing of

thought where thought is very much
required,

The European process shows asimilar
deficit ol thinking. Most of us are in
lavour of Tree and open relations with
our European neighbours, Being by
nature trading people, we are not protec-
tionists, We should like there 10 be
peacelul co-existence in Europe: we
should like to exchange as much as
possible with other countries. But why
docs this have to be embodied in a so-
called union, and why are we given such
strange descriptions of this union? We
are told that it has a single legal system,
and & court set up 1o adjudicate the
obedience 1o the Treaty, At the same
time. we are old. national sovereignty is
in no way threatened. When you ask
questions as 1o what that means you are
referred to the concept of subsidiarity,
invented by the papal court before the
war in order 1o try and explain the
relationship of the See of Rome to the
dioceses of the Church of Rome. That is
a weird thing 1o be offered in answer (o
the question whether Britain is or is not
a sovereign power. In answer (o the
question “Are we sovereign or not?”
there is no frank reply. Nobody has
seriously thought about it. There is not
such athing as a sovereignty that can be
oversridden when it s in conflict with

some other demand; yet the Treaty of

Muastricht al every point implics that
our Parliament can be over-ridden where
its decisions conflicl with those of the
Commussion in Brussels, Indecd, this
Commission can issue directives which
are automatically laws, binding on us
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despite the fact that our Parlizment has
not even discussed them, We are ld
that this is no real compromise of sover-
eignty and that subsidiarity guaraniees
all that the British people cver had.

This absence of thinking displays also
a lack of knowledge of history and a
Failure to reflect on what our history
means. We have not gone through the
two centuries of revolution, war, oceu
pation and deleat that have character
ised all the other countries in the Union,
We have not gone through this becatse
we have had an independent legal sys.
tem, based on the common lw. o
outside the control of the state. Through
that legal system our national sover-
cignty has grown as o property of the
British people and not of Parliament. I
is i sovercignty vested in the common
law and also i the Crown as representa
tive of that law, This means that we have
always enjoyed a freedom and astabiliny
which have been the exception and not
the rule on the continent. It is perfectly
reasonible for us o object 1w being
brought undera system ol law which nol
only dictates tous butis derived fronithe
MNapoleonic jurisdiction against which
hall of Europe once spent filly vears i
rebellion. It is perfectly reasomable 1o
say notonly that there has beena loss of
sovereignty, but that it will be a disaster
for this country, whose political and
national character is founded noan as-
sumplion ol sovereignly of a very pecu
liar kind.

I will give one linal example of the
way in which thinking has been driven
fronn our public life, Many of us were
brought up on the Third Programme,
that wonderful inventionofthe old Reith
type BBC which enabled you to sit Tora
whole evening being mstructed, listen
ing to highly educated people giving
prepared discourses on things that you
really wanted 10 know — on anyvthing
from Hegel's metaphysics tothe lishing
of theoceans, Filteen minute talks, beau
tifully delivered and with the maximum
information, obedienmt 1o the hivhes
standards of English syntax and style,
were the stull of lite tous, They would
be interrupted by concerts, themselves
carcfully put together Tor the cntertain-
ment of listeners who were scerious -
sic lovers. The Third Programime was



constunt companion, both educative and
witly. All that was suddenly destroved
and very recently. You could abways rely
on hearing something improving when
yau turmed on the Third Programme.
Butitis at your own risk that you turn on
Radio 3. It might be pop music that is
heing pliyed. ora conversation between
two hall~educated people about a matler
which they dimly understand. calling
each other by their Tirst names, casy
soing and ill-prepared. The implication
is that there is nothing very much 1o
learn, but il you want o overhear this
conversation, why not, this is just as
sood a way of Wasling vour lime as any
other, A channel through which thaught
entered the public e of our country has
been silted up with all wo Gumiliar rub-
hish. We are notto provide programimes
which cater w elites, because Glites are
no longer aceeptable. It is part of the
BEC's ethos 1o be democratic, where
democracy s understood as giving no
spectal value 1o any one section of the
community over any other, The unedu-
cated and the educated, the eultured and
the uncaltured, the intelligent and the
unintelligent: all these bave to be treated
equally. They must have an cqual voice
on the wavelengths; il there is o pro-
eramme that scems 1o have been de-
signed [or those people who think of
themselves as part ol an educated élite.
then itmust be broueht down o the level
ol everything else, lest people should
acquire the idea that there is a real
distinction between that wiich s worth
listening to and that which is not,
Thought mutomatically makes a dis-
tinction between truth and Talsehood,
between good amnd cvil, and between
thinking and unthinking. Though
threatens the idea of equality, There is @
real distinetion between those people
who can do it and those people whao
cannot, The best way of undoing its
subversive elfect is Lo invent pseudo-
thoughe: i commaodity which looks like
thought but which is available o any-
e I vou Took al the writings of literary
erities today, especially those who are
looking For jobs in English departnients,
youwill find pseudo-thought very much
in the ascendant. Deconstruction, radi-
cal Temimism and so on produce con-

cepts which can be used o create an

impression ol thinking in people who
are not thinking at all. These concepts
make something look extremely diffi-
cult which is in fact rather casy. The net
elleet s always that no judgement can be
miacle as to whether anvthing is good or
bad. Anything soes. You can apply this
pseudo-thought 10 anything and call it
literature. Thinking is driven out of the
university precisely in order that what
remains should be available to anyone,
Howeverstupid youare you can writean
essay 10 the idionm ol Jacques Derrida It
will look like u picce of serious theory
about lteratare but will in fact say noth-
ing. The art of suying nothing has been
cultivated to such an extent that whole
branches of the academic curriculum
are now devoted o it niy own subject.
philosophy. being by no means mno-
cenl.

I have painted a rather depressing
pictare of what has been happening in
the intellectual world. Butallis not lost.
There are two things that people with
our background, culture and edueation
should do by way of maintiining the
vigilant presence ol thinking in pubhc
life, The first thing which I would rec-
ommend is to make a great elfort o hide
the fuet that you are thinking. In the
Persia of the sixteenth century the
Shi'ites, who had o coneeal the Fact that
they were Shiites, invented awonderiul
coneept, the concept of kenmean, which
means Chiding™ in Persian. You hide
your deepest beliels in order to conserve
them, and study tosimulate the beliels of
your surrounding culture. You allect 1o
agree with everything. You look smil-
ingly on heliefs which o you are abso-
lute anathemi and your own heliels you
conceal deep within your heart, This
practice the Druze call T VYL Tein-
ing holiness. For themitis the only real
holiness, to conceal that which you re-
ally helicve inorder topleise yourneigh-
pours. This s the situation of the
cducated person in the modern world,
You must ide youreducation so s nol
lo give offence, and so s o arrive in the
place where you can ke 4 difference,
I you reveal the Tact that you e edu-
cated you will never he piven o job
teaching i school: and 1 is mereas-
ingly unlikely that you would be consid
cred Tor promation in a university. Bul

when you have found the opportunity,
you musl act on your education and try
vour hardest o pass it on. That is the
other piece of advice that [ would give,

In the end rubbish has o very small
survival value, Itcan survive only when
produced in large enough quantities, so
as not o he immediately sweplaway by
the natural habit of Tooking for the truth,
Ruhhish requires mass production it is
1o maintain any hold on public lite: that
is why universitics are working full time
1o produce it, For the moment they ure
succeeding, and therefore producmg o
wholly uneducited ruling cluss, Never-
theless there are voung people wha are
able o perceive the difference between
rubbish and the real thing. All they need
is (o encounter the one educated person
who believes in education and is able o
communicate it 1 that encounter can
neeur between those two people, then
the light of education will not be extin-
stished. It only needs a few people to
pass it on. Those people, once they have
acquired it and as long as they have also
acquired the habit of ket will be able
to uscend 1o the highest positions
society and use their influence for the
sood, For it is true that there 1s the
preatest difference in the world between
the educated and the uneducated person
and that, unless the uneducated are able
to conspire to prevent them, the edu-
cated will advance. Educated people
will end up controfling things and thal
is what must happen. But it can only
lappen il the educated acquire the habit
ol concealing this [act from the public
v,

Nictzsche was perhaps the Tist 1o
perceive this clearly . He pereeived that
i the epoch of the democratic man there
will e o vastconspiracy of the underclass
to prevent any kind of human disting-
tion, But this conspiracy will require
such elTort to keep it gong that 1 will
only he the Fauliof the intelligent if they
donot fimally emerge fronit, o reassert
their natural right of domination,

This article was the Lantern
Lecture given to the British
Housewives League in October
1995,
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