What is philosophy for? What are philosophers for?
Kingston Philosophy Cafe, June 2013

Last month's discussion focused on Stoicism, a practical philosophical tradition with much to offer today, and this month's will continue along those lines. "Public philosophers", philosophy groups, movements such as philosophical counselling, Philosophy for All, and the School of Life have helped philosophy to escape from the ivory tower - but is that where it properly belongs? Should philosophy have practical outcomes or uses, should it be for anything?
Once upon a time philosophy (or the Love of Wisdom) encompassed all human knowledge: science, psychology, ethics, politics...The vast expansion and specialisation of knowledge means those days are long gone and philosophy has been pushed into smaller spaces, either serving other intellectual disciplines in, e g,  philosophies of history, science, education, sociology, or not really about anything, concentrating on thinking about thinking, logic, and language ... The speaker at our very first Kingston Philosophy Café meeting (quoted below) seemed to be pushing in that somewhat abstract direction, along with many other philosophers. 
But many amateurs (in the positive sense of the word that includes many participants in philosophy groups like ours), hope to find something useful in philosophy, ideas about life and ethics that can be applied to our lives, personal, social, political... "Public philosophers" such as Michael Sandel (on justice and commodification...), Alain de Botton (on the uses of religion...), Peter Singer (on applied ethics and animal rights...) and the philosophical counselling movement have done much to raise expectations of philosophy, and one of the attractions of continental philosophy, opaque though it can often be, is that it is at least partly about shaping our lives and engaging passionately with the real world. 
But is the alternative analytic tradition (for example, teasing out implicit assumptions and hidden premises, testing logic, closely examining language and meanings) so completely separate from, useless to, engagement with real life problems? Is it as abstract and theoretical as it often seems to be, and as some academics would prefer it to be? (There's a certain professional interest in being esoteric and difficult to understand, I sometimes think!)
To discuss today is a selection of quotations on the aims and uses of philosophy - it's by no means exhaustive, but they range from suggesting that philosophy is purely analytical, via the moral and the therapeutic to a final pair - a contemporary scientist and militant atheist, and a 19th century Romantic poet - who think that philosophy is useless or actually destructive. 
What is philosophy for? What are philosophers for?

Some ideas about the points and purposes of philosophy

1. "...it is ambition enough to be employed as an under-labourer in clearing the ground a little, and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way to knowledge..."
John Locke "Essay Concerning Human Understanding"
2. "Morality and criticism are not so properly objects of the understanding as of taste and sentiment... If we take in our hands any volume; of divinity of schools metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quality or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matters of fact and existence? No. Commit it to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion."   David Hume "An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding"

3. "The academic study of philosophy is thinking about thinking. In our culture the increasing emphasis in higher education is thinking about doing, it is really concerned with training a population for work, and as a single subject for study philosophy is becoming less popular.  Perhaps because of  this there have emerged popular philosophies which offer themselves in the manner of counsellors, whereby we may immediately improve the quality of our lives. I am not against this at all but I am wary of the coffee table catch-phrase approach to philosophic understanding."    Rod Piggott’s "Introduction to Philosophy", Kingston Philosophy Café's first ever talk, http://www.e-voice.org.uk/kingstonphilosophycafe/files/view/philosophy-cafe-briefings/introphilosophy.doc
4. "...the function of philosophy is wholly critical. In what exactly does its critical activity exist?... The most that philosophy can do, apart from seeing whether... beliefs are self-consistent, is to show what are the criteria which are used to determine the truth or falsehood of any given proposition..." 
A J Ayer "Language Truth and Logic"
5. "Reflection doesn't get the world's work done...It is just that we want to understand ourselves. We want this for its own sake...
Reflection matters because it is continuous with practice. How you think about what you are doing affects how you do it, or whether you do it at all...
Reflection enables us to step back, to see our perspective on a situation as perhaps distorted or blind, at the very least to see if there is argument for preferring our ways or whether it is just subjective... [it] can be seen as dangerous. There are always thoughts that stand opposed to it. Many people are discomfited, or even outraged, by philosophical questions. Some are fearful that their ideas may not stand up as well as they would like if they start to think about them..."   Simon Blackburn in "Think", on why philosophy(or "reflection") matters

6. "...if you kill me you will not easily find a successor to me,  who, if I may use such a ludicrous figure of speech, am a sort  of gadfly, given to the state by God; and the state is a great  and noble steed who is tardy in his motions owing  to his very size, and requires to be stirred into life. I am that gadfly which God has attached to the state, and all day long and in all places am always fastening upon you, arousing and persuading and reproaching you."   Socrates' defence  
7. “Philosophical problems are characterised by a special kind of difficulty, a difficulty which means that they cannot be solved, as scientific problems normally are, simply by the uncovering of further empirical evidence. Rather they require some conceptual unravelling, a careful unpicking of implicit ideas, often culminating in the rejection of assumptions we didn't realize we had.”   Professor David Papineau 

8. "We should be surprised that a matter that generally plays such an important part in the life of man has hitherto been almost entirely disregarded by philosophers, and lies before us as raw and untreated material."   Schopenhauer on love
9. "In Ancient Greece or Rome, philosophers were seen as natural authorities on the most pressing questions. However, since then, the idea of finding wisdom from philosophy has come to seem bizarre. Enter a university department today and ask to study wisdom, and you will politely but firmly be shown the door. The Consolations of Philosophy sets out to refute the notion that good philosophy must be irrelevant and gathers together six great philosophers who were convinced of the power of philosophical insight to work a practical effect on our lives." Alain de Botton

10. "In [some] cases the facts are clear and accepted by both sides; it is conflicting ethical views that give rise to disagreement about what to do. Then the kind of reasoning and analysis that philosophers practise can really make a difference..."   Peter Singer in the Preface to "Practical Ethics"

11. "Philosophy is disquieting. At its best, it makes us uncomfortable, by challenging us to reflect on our habits and settled way of doing things. So if public philosophy contributes to people’s well-being, it does so indirectly. There is, I think, a great hunger for discussion of big questions in public life. Most people are frustrated with the terms of public discourse today. There’s too much shouting past one another, and too little listening. So the most important contribution of public philosophy is to invite and encourage people to reason together about big questions that matter – not because we will also agree, but because engaging with questions of justice and the common good make us better democratic citizens."    Michael Sandel in "The Independent" (11/5/13) on the most important contribution public philosophy can make to people’s general well-being
12. "Kierkegaard’s most provocative message is that both work on the self and on understanding the world requires your whole being and cannot be just a compartmentalised, academic pursuit."
Julian Baggini "I still love Kierkegaard", http://www.aeonmagazine.com/world-views/julian-baggini-i-love-kierkegaard
13. "http://www.shrinkandsage.com /Philosopher Julian Baggini and therapist Antonia Macaro present their unique brand of self-help – with a distinctly cerebral edge. From what Aristotle can teach us about practical wisdom to how the work of psychologists such as Daniel Kahneman can improve our decision-making, they o​ffer eminently useful advice to many common personal dilemmas. What does philosophical logic have to say about sticking to resolutions? How important is work? Could Danish existentialist Søren Kierkegaard lead you to a more satisfying life?"       


14. "Philosophical counsellors help people in distress or confusion to evaluate their worldviews and reorient their emotional dispositions, without applying diagnostic labels or imposing clinical treatment programmes."    http://www.society-for-philosophy-in-practice.org

15. "If I go to a scientific conference I come away with a bunch of new things to think about. If I go to a philosophy conference I may come away just having learned four more wrinkles in the debate about something philosophers have been thinking about for all my life... [But] The history of philosophy is the history of very tempting mistakes made by very smart people, and if you don't learn that history you'll make those mistakes again and again and again. One of the ignoble joys of my life is watching very smart scientists just reinvent all the second-rate philosophical ideas because they're very tempting until you pause, take a deep breath and take them apart."    Daniel Dennett interviewed by Julian Baggini in "The Guardian", May 2013

16. Science can show us how we live, and suggest how we might live, but on its own it cannot tell us how we should live... without God to preserve us, we are going to need philosophy after all."  Marek Kohn reviewing Steve Jones "The Serpent's Promise: The Bible Retold as Science"

17. "Can science deal with all the great questions of existence? Science can deal with all the serious questions that have troubled mankind for millennia. My view is that science is without bound. To argue that case you have to distinguish real questions from false questions. Empty questions are invented by theologicians and philosophers, for example,  what is the purpose of the universe. There is no evidence for any purpose of the universe so there is no need to waste time thinking about it."

“Sitting around thinking about the world … [that] is philosophy. And we know where that leads to in understanding. My argument is - nowhere.”
 Peter Atkins, Professor of Chemistry

18. Do not all charms fly / At the mere touch of cold philosophy?.../ Philosophy will clip an angel's wings, /  Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, / Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine - / Unweave a rainbow...    Keats "Lamia" 
Some questions about the points and purposes of philosophy to discuss:

· Are some of these ideas necessarily mutually exclusive? For example, would Hume (#2) commit the works of Peter Singer (#10) or the philosophical counsellors (#14) to the flames?

· Can the analytic tradition make a useful contribution to, for example, practical ethics or philosophical counselling? See (#4), (#5), (#10), (#14) 
· Is some philosophy just esoteric mind games, of no use at all to anyone? Examples?
· Does philosophy have to be useful – or is it more akin to the arts, just to be enjoyed?
· Are the great questions of existence better left to the scientists? (#17)
· Are there other views of what philosophy is, or should be, for that aren't raised here?
· Are there any implications for Kingston Philosophy Café here - what should we be for, if anything?
