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I first studied a bit of philosophy as a mature student on a Modern Arts degree course at Kingston Poly (now University) over 30 years ago. Scientific Ideas and Political Ideas (I think) were compulsory minor modules, irritating to many of my peers who thought them a pointless distraction from their main studies, but fascinating to me. 

But life was busy and I didn’t return to philosophy till many years later, when, a bit bored with teaching English and attracted by a poster in the Underground advertising philosophy courses that you could do any day of the week, I sent for the brochure of the School of Economic Science. It wasn’t what I expected or wanted, so instead my daughter’s university friend Nigel Warburton offered to teach me A Level philosophy by post and phone. He sent me drafts of his first book Philosophy: the Basics, and I wrote essays which he commented on at great length and extremely helpfully. After the A Level I went on to take a Level 3 Open University Philosophy of the Arts course, and that was the end of my formal Philosophy studies. 

I ended up teaching Philosophy AS level for 2 or 3 years, very enjoyable though most of the time I was only a step or two ahead of my students. Alongside them, I broadened my understanding and filled in some gaps by reading more philosophers, going to summer schools and day-conferences at Nottingham and Kent Universities, joining SAPERE and going to some of their conferences, and reading The Philosophers’ Magazine, which I came across, when it was very new, at one of these events.
I found all this really exciting. I also found, as a convinced life-long atheist, much in Philosophy to support my worldview and validate or clarify my values, so I have always been quite sympathetic to the rather despised view, in academia at least, that Philosophy can change your life, can offer guidance and support, does indeed have some practical use. With all due respect to Aristotle, I think Philosophy is more than just “thinking about thinking” – I think it’s a tool and method for thinking about other things, including some really important things.

When I left teaching and went to work as Education Officer for the British Humanist Association, I was able to use much of what I had learnt, and to reconnect with some of the philosophers I had met on this rather meandering philosophical journey. When I arrived at the BHA in 1997, it was, as it still is, very scientific in its worldview and in its selection of distinguished supporters. Science is certainly the way to understand the way the world works, but it doesn’t discuss or promote much in the way of ethics, that other great interest of humanists. I knew that many contemporary philosophers would be sympathetic to the humanist worldview and causes, that they could advise humanists, particularly on ethics, and lend Humanism some much-needed intellectual weight, and so I set up, and ran for seven years, the Humanist Philosophers’ Group. The founder-members were Nigel Warburton, Professor Richard Norman of Kent University, and Julian Baggini of The Philosophers’ Magazine, and together we recruited more philosophers, some very well-known, some more active than others, and certainly not all of one mind on everything. We held day-conferences and meetings, established an annual Bentham Lecture with UCL, revived an annual Voltaire Lecture, published occasional pamphlets and made many contributions to the BHA website; we did a lot, and we had fun doing it. I very much enjoyed the company of the many philosophers I met, and, occasionally, doing some real philosophy.
I also enjoyed the after-work cultural life available in London – the debates, lectures, discussions, book launches – and one reason for setting up Kingston Philosophy Café (as well as the Market House Festival that preceded it in April 2008) was the purely selfish one of wanting to reproduce a bit of that intellectual stimulus on my own doorstep when I retired from paid work and commuting. I could see gaps in Kingston’s social and cultural life, and the experience of the Festival did confirm that there are plenty of people besides me in Kingston who enjoy a good discussion and who’d like to learn something without committing themselves to a course or exams. 
