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What is a trend? 

Philosophers differ in the way in which they develop their philosophies:  

 

1. They differ about what constitutes a philosophical problem and about how these 

problems are to be formulated (eg “What is the mind?” vis-à-vis “How does the concept 

“mind” function?”).  

2. They also differ about their fields of interest and the relative importance of these. For 

example, some see metaphysics as “primary philosophy”, others reject metaphysics as 

“bewitchment by language” preferring to start from our knowledge of the world, and still 

others see our ethical interests as the driving force behind philosophical work.  

3. Philosophers further differ about the appropriate methods to be used to deal with these 

problems (eg conceptual analyses vis-à-vis existential or historical analyses), and they 

differ about the nature and status of suggested solutions to problems, and the authorities 

to be followed in doing philosophy.  

 

We describe these differences as different approaches in philosophy. And the important thing to 

realise is that different philosophers do not pick their approaches on the basis of psychological 

inclination, but they argue for their positions.  

 

It is possible to group individual approaches together in terms of similarities and overlaps in 

spite of serious individual differences. In the course of your studies you will meet the vastly 

different approaches. Of course, different classifiers have their own philosophical interests and 

use different criteria for their classifications, with the result that philosophers and philosophies 

and thus philosophical approaches are grouped in different ways. The criteria used for such 

classifications differ in many respects and this is one of the controversies in philosophy. For 

example, are geographical criteria philosophically relevant? Does it really make philosophical 

sense to talk of German, French or American philosophy? Some classifications, for example 

those of rationalism, empiricism and idealism are criticised because they give epistemology the 

central place in philosophising. And so we can go on. In the light of these considerations it 

stands to reason that some such classifications are accepted more widely or used more frequently 

in the philosophical fraternity than others. That is why it is also necessary to take note of 

criticism of such classifications. 
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Philosophy is a vast field. There are philosophies in different parts of the world; when we look at 

the philosophical activity in a region, we find that in different periods people thought differently 

about themselves and the world. Even if we take a particular period, we find different 

approaches. What is more, we may find similar trends in different parts of the world. 

Classification is one way for the human being to get a grip on reality (in this case the reality of 

ways of reflecting about reality). In short classification is a way of coping with a variety of 

different ways to give meaning to life and the world. So a particular label can help us to 

understand that we are dealing with a certain kind of approach. With the danger of losing sight of 

important nuances, labels are a useful form of shorthand to cope with insights which will 

otherwise be impossible to oversee and make something of. This is particularly important in 

teaching and learning philosophy. References to trends are, in general, easy for the outsider to 

understand – lists of definitions and references to individuals are not necessary. We may 

compare such classifications to maps which not only chart territories but, in doing so, help 

travellers to find their way. There are therefore different approaches to and classifications of 

philosophical activity in Africa.  

 


