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Thomas Osbourne was presented with the 1999 Philip Abrams Memorial Prize, which he won for his book 'Aspects of Enlightenment'.

In this book, Osbourne seeks to transcend debates about modernity and postmodernity and to avoid grand epochal claims, by considering enlightenment as an ethos, rather than as a dogma to be deconstructed or defended.  Enlightenment in these terms is concerned with the pursuit of knowledge, but is reflexive and self-conscious and continually problematising itself.  It has, Osbourne states, 'an aspiration, an ideal, a spirit' and should be studied in these terms.  

The book argues for a form of social theory devoted to the enlightenment, but not in a purely abstract sense.  Instead he focuses on the practices of enlightenment, and explores these in relation to scientific, therapeutic and aesthetic forms of enlightenment.  Hence he envisages a more modest form of social theory, one which does not aim to characterise whole societies.  This focuses on the ways in which knowledge is pursued and contested in a variety of arenas rather than claiming any of these arenas as its own sphere of expertise.  

The judges were impressed by the author's sure grasp of his subject matter and the clarity and fluency with which it is written, as well as his ability to discuss complex issues without rendering them obscure and inaccessible.  

(Review by Stevi Jackson)

Return to Philip Abrams Memorial Prize homepage.
