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I. REPORT OF ACTIVITIES 

 

The PSA British Idealism Specialist Group was formally established on 2
nd

 October 

1999.  Reports of the activities of the PSA British Idealism Specialist Group can be 

found in PSA News. The group is one of the most active of the specialist groups 

organising at least three meetings a year, involving extensive collaboration with 

international specialists from American, Canada, Netherlands, Italy and Australia to 

mention only a few. The group has been very successful in it applications for funds to 

bring speakers to the annual conference, and in staging specialist conferences under 

the Specialist Activities Funding Competition for Specialist Groups. We have 

continued to pursue our agenda of internationalisation, fulfilling our commitments to 

the PSA as recipients of a number of these awards over the past five years. This year 

the internationalisation programme led to collaboration with the Collingwood Society, 

Marnie Hughes Warrington of Monash University, Melbourne and Ian Tragenza of 

McQuarrie University, Sydney. Or annual conference in collaboration with these 

other bodies was ‗The Empire of Idealism‘ held in The Monash Conference Centre, 

Prato, Italy. In 2012 we intend to collaborate with Calgary University in Canada 

where we will once again collaborate with other bodies to stage a four day conference 

of aspects of British Idealism. In 2010, the PSA British Idealism Specialist Group 

undertook the following activities: 

 

 

1.  60
th

 Political Studies Association Annual Conference in Edinburgh 

 

Dr. Maria Dimova-Cookson organised two panels at the 59
th

 Political Studies 

Association Annual Conference, Manchester University. 

 

2. Manchester Workshops in Political Theory: British Idealism Sept. 1-3rd, 
2010. 
 

Professor David Boucher organised 3 Workshop on British Idealism: Philosophy, 

Society, and Politics at the Workshops in Political Theory Conference, Manchester 

Metropolitan University, September 2010. 

 

3. British Idealism Specialist Group Annual Conference in association with the 

Collingwood Society and Monash University, July,  Prato Italy 
 

POLITICAL STUDIES ASSOCIATION CONFERENCE, April, 2010, 

Edinburgh. 

 

British Idealism specialist group: Panel One 

Positive liberty, Isaiah Berlin and the fate of the distinction 

 

Summary of the panel 

The panel aimed to examine the concept of positive freedom in the sense of self-

transformative activity related to effective freedom. It offered arguments in defence of 

Berlin‘s positive – negative freedom distinction making the case that we could outline 

two concepts both with respect to the moral phenomenology of liberty and with 

respect to its social practice. Finally, it looked at conceptions of liberty beyond the 
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distinction, recommending an alternative to Nussbaum‘s recent work, according to 

which freedom is neither exclusively 'negative' nor 'positive'. 

 

(1) Retrieving Positive Freedom and Why It Matters 

 

Carol C. Gould, City University of New York 

 

Abtract 

An important theme in the work of some of the British Idealists and especially T. H. 

Green was a conception of positive freedom, a notion that eventually appeared in 

altered form in the work of John Dewey.  As is well known, the conception of positive 

liberty was subjected to serious criticism by Isaiah Berlin, which had the consequence 

of practically eliminating it from mainstream Anglo-American discourse, although it 

reemerged in the writings of C. B. Macpherson and some philosophers influenced by 

the New Left.  Macpherson himself effectively showed how the considerations Berlin 

adduces to reject positive liberty are faulty, inasmuch as this conception does not in 

fact entail the mastery of the state or of a collectively over the individuals within it, 

contrary to Berlin‘s allegations.  In this paper, beginning with a brief review of some 

of the earlier formulations of the concept of positive freedom, I will argue for an 

interpretation of it as self-transformative activity in a sense that requires the 

availability of a set of conditions—both material and social, hence as involving a 

notion of effective freedom.   Further, I will suggest that positive freedom in this 

sense presupposes negative liberty, but in an interpretation that includes freedom from 

domination along with the traditional liberties.  While Berlin recognizes that freedom 

requires conditions, he is wrong to posit a diremption between negative and positive 

liberty and to reject the latter, which in fact incorporates the notion of conditions of 

action.  I will further propose that recognizing positive freedom in this way points to 

the importance of economic and social human rights, in addition to traditional civil 

and political ones, and the significance of institutional design for fulfilling them, 

while also requiring rights of democratic participation in a range of joint activities and 

institutional contexts.   

 

(2) Defending Isaiah Berlin‘s Distinctions between Negative and Positive 

Freedoms  

 

Maria Dimova-Cookson, Durham University 

 

Abstract 

The paper explores the extent to which Berlin‘s distinction between positive and 

negative freedom manages to reflect the positive freedom ideas of T.H.Green, 

Rousseau and Kant and thus yields justification to Berlin‘s taxonomy. The argument 

is that Berlin‘s classification is philosophically significant because it articulates a 

number of tensions inherent in the nature of liberty – some of these tensions are 

related to the complexity of human nature and some to the social implications of 

seeing liberty as valuable. Each of these tensions leads to a dual concept of liberty: 

that is, we could outline two concepts both with respect to the moral phenomenology 

of liberty and with respect to its social practice. Hence the fact that Berlin‘s 

distinction is multifaceted is not a drawback but a merit.  
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(3) Beyond Negative and Positive Freedom 

Thom Brooks, Newcastle University 

Since at least Berlin's famous essay and Green's much earlier work, there has been a 

longstanding battle between proponents of 'negative' freedom and those who endorse 

'positive' freedom. This paper will defend a position stated, but not previously argued 

for, by Martha Nussbaum's recent work that freedom is neither exclusively 'negative' 

nor 'positive'. Instead, 'freedom' involves both --- and often in combination. We 

should view freedom in this light as well. 

 

British Idealism specialist group: Panel Two 

British Idealism as a Migrating Tradition and Collingwood on Civilization, Progress 

and Politics 

Summary of the panel 

The panel observed the way in which British idealism had successfully migrated into 

other cultures and traditions, and explored the reasons why it had been as successful 

as it was at a number of places. It also focused on R. G. Collingwood‘s theories of 

civilization and progress and argued that they could be understood better in the light 

of the concept of the philosophical method developed in the Essay on Philosophical 

Method. Finally the panel looked at Collingwood‘s views on politics and maked the 

argument that that Collingwood's political principles had been fairly consistent 

throughout his life, but the political circumstances to which he had to apply them had 

changed considerably and that the strong views he had expressed, while somewhat 

intemperate at time, had been an impassioned response to the new dangers he 

perceived. 

(1) British Idealism as a Migrating Tradition 

 

William Sweet, St Francis Xavier University 

Abstract 

Recently, there has been discussion of the issue of the migration of texts and 

traditions from one culture into very different cultures and intellectual milieus, and its 

implications for political thought and theories of culture. One example of such a 

tradition which has migrated is British idealism. From its home in Britain in the late 

19
th

 and early 20th centuries, it crossed borders and boundaries, and had an influence 

not only in political philosophy, but in the religion, politics, culture, and intellectual 

life in general, of Canada, Australia, South Africa, India, and East Asia. 

This paper begins by briefly identifying some of the places where the influence of 

British idealism occurred and where it seems to have flourished, but also where it did 

not. It then asks what seems to be presupposed in introducing a text or a tradition into 

another intellectual culture, where it was that British idealism successfully migrated 

into other cultures and traditions, and - most importantly - why it was as successful as 

it was, where it was. This bears on the broader issues of the project of intercultural or 

comparative political philosophy, of the possibility of an international, cross-cultural 

ethics, and of the circumstances of engaging political philosophies outside of one‘s 

own. 
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(2) Collingwood on Progress and Civilization 

James Connelly, University of Hull 

Abstract 

In The New Leviathan, The Idea of History and elsewhere, Collingwood wrote 

extensively on the concepts of civilization and progress. This paper seeks to bring 

together his thinking on these subjects, makes the argument that they have to be 

considered together, and examines how we can make judgments on progress and 

civilization by applying the concept of philosophical method developed in An Essay 

on Philosophical Method. 

(3) Collingwood‘s Politics  

David Boucher, University of Cardiff 

 

Abstract 

The paper addresses the issue of whether the political views expressed by 

Collingwood late in his life were an aberration or consistent with the positions he 

earlier took. The argument of the paper is that Collingwood's political principles were 

fairly consistent throughout his life, but the political circumstances to which he had to 

apply them changed considerably and that the strong views he expressed, while 

somewhat intemperate at time, were an impassioned response to the new dangers he 

perceived. To a large extent he intimates that he had inadequately comprehended the 

political consequences of the dangers when he first became aware of them in his 

opposition to philosophical realism. 

 

 

 

MANCHESTER WORKSHOPS IN POLITICAL THEORY, Sept. 1-3rd, 2010, 
British Idealism Workshops 

 

Organised by David Boucher. 

 BRITISH IDEALISM WORKSHOP 

 

Once again the attractions of Manchester proved alluring to specialists from Britain, 

Canada, USA and Cyprus. Lively and intense debates surrounded the papers 

which were given over three days.  

James Connelly, 'Oakeshott and the frustrations of modern university education' , Hull 

University, J.Connelly@Hull.ac.uk 
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David Boucher, ‗The Victim of Thought: Michael Oakeshott and the Idealist 

Inheritance‘, Cardiff University, BoucherDE@cardiff.ac.uk 

Leslie Armor, ―Edward Fowler and William Sherlock: Proto-idealism, Religion, and 

Politics in the 1690s‖, The Dominican University College & The University of 

Ottawa, leslie.armour@rogers.com 

Esther Abin,  "Practical Rationality and Contingency in Political Theory", Research 

Institute for Law, Politics and Justice, Keele University,  e.abin@ilpj.keele.ac.uk 

Robert A. Kocis, 'Bosanquet and Hobhouse', University of Scranton, 

kocisr1@scranton.edu 

Stamatoula Panagakou, ‗Bosanquet and Hobhouse on the End of the State‘ 

Department of Social and Political Sciences, University of Cyprus, Cyprus, 

sp117@york.ac.uk 

Eugene Callahan, "Rationalism in Politics: The Case of Libertarianism." USA, 

gcallah@mac.com. 

 

Maria Dimova-Cookson,  ‘Late 19th/early 20th century British political thought‘, 

Durham University, maria.dimova-cookson@durham.ac.uk. 

 

 

BRITISH IDEALISM SPECIALIST GROUP ANNUAL CONFERENCE 19-22, 

July, Monash Conference Centre Prato. 

The triennial Collingwood Society conference in ass ociation with the British 

Idealism Specialist Group of the Political Studies Association of the United Kingdon 

was held this year from the 19
th

 to the 22
nd

 July at the Monash University Conference 

Centre in Prato, Italy. The title of the conference was ‗The Empire of Idealism‘. There 

were 35 participants and a full programme of papers over three days. A major 

outcome of the conference will be two issues of Collingwood and British Idealism 

Studies in 2011. The conference was supported by the Political Studies Association 

which contributed £1000. This funding subsidised post-graduate student fees as well 

as the travel expenses of one associate lecturer. Philosophical Idealism dominated 

British and British Empire universities from the 1880s to the 1920s. At this time the 

influence of Idealism could also be found in America through figures such as Josiah 

Royce, and in Italy in the writings of Benedetto Croce and Giovanni Gentile. As a 

body of thought Idealism was socially and politically engaged and inspired reform 

across fields such as education, social welfare, politics and international relations. The 

conference aims to explore not only the major figures of Idealism but also the social, 

educational and political influence of Idealism from the 1880s to the mid twentieth 

century in Britain, Australia, Canada, the United States, South Africa, New Zealand, 

India, and Italy. Papers would be particularly welcome on R. G. Collingwood's 

relationship to Idealism, or to any of the above issues or people.: 

The conference is supported by the Australian Research Council, The Collingwood 

Society and Political Studies Association of the United Kingdom. 
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The Workshop ‘Research Methods and Political Thought’ 

Took place on 5 and 6 November 2010, at SGIA, Durham University 

 

The workshop examined existing scholarship on research methods in political 

philosophy and explored more generally the link between methods and political 

thought. In a context of increased significance of research methods both in 

postgraduate teaching and in academic grant applications, the workshop put the topic 

of research methods more starkly to the attention of political theorists and advanced 

the idea that the scholarship on methods in politics would benefit by political theory 

approaches to it. 

Invited speakers: 

 

Al Martinich (Texas) ‗Ideal Interpretation of Political and Other Texts.‘ 

 

Adrian Blau (Manchester) ‗Anachronistic Understanding in the History of Ideas‘ 

James Connelly (Hull) ‗Collingwood, history and political thought‘ 

Ilan Baron (Durham) ‗Evaluating normative argument‘ 

Jon Parkin (York) ‗Methodology and the history of political thought‘ 

Gidon Cohen (Durham) ‘Perennial Questions in the History of Political Thought 

Reconsidered‘ 

 

Discussants: 

Colin Tyler (Hull) 

Steve Welch (Durham) 

Maria Dimova-Cookson (Durham) 

Graham Long (Newcastle) 

Anthony Hatzistavrou (Hull) 

James Armstrong (York) 

Abstracts 

Al Martinich 

‗Ideal Interpretation of Political Texts and Others‘ 

Most textual interpretation aims at understanding what the speaker communicatively 

intended by the text or what the meaning of the text itself is. The only normative 

consideration is that the interpretation be correct or true. But an important kind of 

textual interpretation aims at identifying the best meaning that can be attributed to the 

text, in some normative dimension such as aesthetic (poetry and other literature), 

religious (the Bible and the Qur‘an), and political. My focus will be on ideal political 

interpretation with special attention to the U.S. Constitution. It will be argued that its 

actual author is ―the American people,‖ but that the author is also in effect the ideal 

reader. This view captures much of what proponents of ―the living Constitution‖ 

advocate and what Ronald Dworkin aims at in his interpretive theory of the 

Constitution. 

Adrian Blau 
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'Anachronistic Understanding in the History of Ideas' 

 

Quentin Skinner argues that anachronisms can help or hinder: they may let us see 

more in a text than the author saw, but they may also stop us from understanding an 

author in her own terms. This paper expands, supplements and amends both parts of 

Skinner's argument. I expand on Skinner's idea of what it means for an author to 'have' 

a doctrine:   

Skinner focuses on intentions, but authors can also 'have' doctrines of which they are 

not aware. I then examine the idea of 'conceptual equivalence' which underlies 

anachronism, before examining five benefits of anachronism, and the five associated 

dangers. Handled with care, anachronistic re-description lets us get the best of both 

worlds - to see more in a theory than an author saw, without making it harder to 

understand the author's intended meaning. 

 

James Connelly  

‗If all history is the history of thought, what is the history of thought the history of?‘ 

 This paper will seek to answer the following broad question ‗is there a coherent 

position to be found in Collingwood?‘ through analysis and discussion of the aspects 

of his thought most obviously relevant to the history of ideas, the history of 

philosophy and the history of political thought. It will ask whether Collingwood rules 

out the possibility of perennial problems in philosophy; in relation to this it will 

consider whether and to what extent it is reasonable to think of Collingwood as an 

historicist or historical relativist. It will answer these questions negatively through 

examination of the doctrine of re-enactment, addressing issues such as how the notion 

of re-enactment should be interpreted; whether it is a methodological precept or an 

epistemological condition for historical knowledge. It will also consider the mistaken 

view that it is a psychological or intuitive view requiring special powers of intuition 

or empathy on he part of the historian. It will suggest that despite certain tensions, 

there is a coherent picture to be found in Collingwood‘s thought which unites the idea 

that historical knowledge consists in re-enactment, the logic of question and answer, 

and the doctrine of metaphysics as the search for absolute presuppositions. 

The paper will then discuss these themes in relation to the work of Mark Bevir, 

Vivienne Brown and Quentin Skinner, asking whether Collingwood is committed to a 

form of intentionalism, and the extent to which Skinner is a Collingwoodian, a 

selective Collingwoodian or (despite his protestations)  no Collingwoodian at all. 

 

Ilan Baron 

‗Evaluating normative argument‘ 

Normative thought involves a peculiar type of epistemology that hovers between the 

construction of knowledge and the logic of how things should be. A normative 

argument can 

take many forms, but how does one judge the strength of a normative text? Much 

contemporary normative International Political Thought and Political Theory tend to 

argue for an idealized type of Western liberal democracy. However, this kind of 

argument involves regurgitating the initial justifying features of liberalism and then 

repackaging them in an ideal-type. Consequently, there is much to be desired in 

arguments that say little other than that our underlying normative aspirations are 

correct because they correspond to our liberal values of human individuality and 

liberty. These arguments seem to imply a form of tautological reasoning since the 

assumptions and the conclusion are the same. Consequently, this paper examines how 
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normative theory can be evaluated considering the risk of this kind of fallacy. The 

paper examines the methodological and philosophical components of normative 

argument in order to address the strongest ways to construct a normative argument. 

 

Jon Parkin 

 

‗Methodology and the history of political thought‘ 

 

Methodological disputes (of a particular philosophical kind) have become prominent 

in writing connected to the history of political thought. This paper explores some of 

the advantages and disadvantages of this methodological self-consciousness, with 

reference to some recent examples and with a view towards reconsidering the way 

that we should think about evaluating the role and appropriateness of methodological 

approaches. The conclusion will be to suggest that historians of political thought 

might be better advised to worry less about their allegiance to abstract theories of 

interpretation, and rather more about the relationship between their methodology and 

their practical interpretative objectives. 

 

 

Gidon Cohen 

 

‗Perennial Questions in the History of Political Thought Reconsidered‘ 

 

Abstract 

This paper re-examines recent controversies about perennial questions in the history 

of political thought, arguing that debates have been subject to considerable 

misunderstanding. The paper begins by showing that the surface disagreement over 

whether perennial questions exist is illusory by demonstrating not just that 

conclusions of supposed opponents are consistent with each other, but the arguments 

used are remarkably similar. From these similarities the paper suggests that apparent 

disagreements are not fundamental but stem from alternative emphases in thinking 

through the relationship between properly conducted historical research and 

contemporary questions in political philosophy. Arguments for perennial questions 

stress that the past can be relevant to our theorising whilst arguments against them 

prioritise thinking through the difficulties of using the past. Neither denies the central 

point of the other. This sets participants in these debates against those who see history 

and philosophy as completely separate activities, for whom the issue of perennial 

questions does not arise. The paper then considers the helpfulness of the alternative 

formulations in the debate about perennial questions in terms of specifying a logical 

chain of further questions and answers to clarify more precisely the relationship 

between history and philosophy. It argues that this provides reasons not just for 

assenting to a moderate denial of perennial questions, but also for preferring 

Collingwood's formulation of this to others, including Quentin Skinner‘s. The paper 

thus concludes that although there are good reasons for accepting Collingwood's 

arguments against perennial questions, this can be seen as an attempt to help clarify 

the arguments of those who have explicitly argued that they exist.   
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II. LIST OF OFFICERS  

 

 Dr. Stamatoula Panagakou (University of York, UK): Convenor 

 

 Professor David Boucher (Cardiff University, UK): Convenor 

 

 Professor Andrew Vincent (University of Sheffield, UK): Convenor 

 

 Dr. Maria Dimova-Cookson (Durham University, UK): Secretary 

and Treasurer 

 

 

 

III. LIST OF MEMBERS 

 

The PSA British Idealism Specialist Group has 31 members: 

 

1. Professor Kenneth Minogue 

2. Mr. Peter P. Nicholson 

3. Dr. Alberto De Sanctis 

4. Dr. Giuseppina D‘Oro 

5. Dr. Richard Murphy 

6. Dr. James Lund 

7. Mr. Michael Kowalewski 

8. Dr. Brian Trainor 

9. Dr. Colin Tyler 

10. Professor Rex Martin 

11. Dr. Stamatoula Panagakou 

12. Professor Avital Simhony 

13. Professor Susan Daniel 

14. Professor James Connelly 

15. Professor Garry Browning 

16. Dr. Jan Olof Bengtsson 

17. Professor David Boucher 

18. Professor William Sweet 

19. Dr. Maria Dimova-Cookson 

20. Professor Andrew Vincent 

21. Dr. Chris Colgan 

22. Dr. Tim Rosser 

23. Dr. Thom Brooks 

24. Miss Caroline Watkinson 

25. Dr. Denys Leighton 

26. Mrs. Amarjit Kauv Lahel 

27. Mr. Matthew Bailey 

28. Mr. Steve Buckel 

29. Dr Junichi Kasuga 

30. Chih-Yang Lui 

31. Roy Tseung 

32. Leslie Amor 

33. William Mander 
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IV. FINANCIAL STATEMENT  

 

The membership fee is £2 (students, unemployed, retired), £4 (junior lecturers), and 

£6 (senior staff).  Income of the PSA British Idealism Specialist Group for 2010: 

 

1.  Carried forward £64. 78pence 

2   Membership fees £ 48 

3   Received from the PSA £1, 375 

4   Collingwood Society £250 

 

   TOTAL £1737-78 

 

 
 

PSA Specialist Group expenditure 2010 

 

£500 Update and development of the PSA British Idealism Specialist 

Group Website (by Dr Claire Malcolm, Swansea University, partly 

funded, £250 by the R. G. Collingwood Society) 

£850: Annual Specialist Group Conference, in association with the 

Collingwood and British Idealism Centre, Cardiff, and Monash 

University, Prato, Italy 

£150 Hardship Fund: Contribution to travel and Conference fees an 

associate lecturer to attend and present a paper at the Prato Conference. 

£200  Workshop ‘Research Methods and Political Thought’, 5 and 6 

November 2010, at SGIA, Durham University 

 

   TOTAL EXPENDITURE £1,700 

 

The credit in the account now is:  £37-78 

 

 

 

 

V. PROPOSED ACTIVITIES FOR 2010 

 

Activities for 2010 

 
1. Political Studies Annual Conference, London,  2 panels. 

 

2. Manchester Political Theory Workshops, September 2011.  4 panels 

 

3. British Idealism Specialist Group Conference, December, 2011, University of 

Wales Conference Centre, Gregynog near Newtown, Powys 

 


