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There is only one thing that we all have to do. We do not have to walk, talk, eat, drink, think, or even breathe. But we all have to die. That, in a nutshell, is why philosophy is the most important of all human activities and why it is the most practical of all the sciences. Philosophy can teach us, if we listen to it, how to die knowing that we have lived in the best possible way.

This does not mean that philosophy actually has in itself no other practical value apart from teaching us how to die - for surely it does. On the contrary, it means that philosophy's intrinsic practical value is often not effectively communicated to students, either because teachers themselves fail to recognize the truly practical side of philosophy, or because, even if they recognize it, they do not take this side seriously enough to warrant their emphasizing it in class.

If the practical value of philosophy cannot be communicated clearly and precisely, then philosophy ought to be abolished as an academic discipline. Any academic subject matter which does not have any practical value should not be taught. Indeed, anything whatsoever which has no practical value, potential, or foreseeable application should not be taught. Among the tasks of philosophy is to sniff this nonsense out, identify it, and remove it from curricula, tradition, and honored places in our culture. In theory, such demonstrations should not be so very difficult, but in practice they have seldom even been attempted, and the need for them has seldom been recognized even by philosophers themselves, with the result that philosophy is usually held to be the least practical of all the sciences - and often not even a science at all.

Philosophy and philosophers, like anything else, can be categorized in an endless series of dichotomies. As the most general categorization of philosophy divides the whole philosophical universe into the systematic and the nonsystematic, philosophers can thus be either systematic (e.g., Aristotle, Aquinas, Descartes, Spinoza, Kant, Hegel) or nonsystematic (e.g., Voltaire, Nietzsche, Camus). More specifically, philosophers can be either empiricist (e.g., Locke, Hume, Mill) or rationalist (e.g., Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Wolff); either speculative (e.g., Hegel, Whitehead, Heidegger) or analytic (e.g., Wittgenstein, Russell, Quine); or either those who expect that the world may become a better place because people have read their books (e.g., Marx, Nietzsche, Marcuse) or those who either do not believe that philosophy can change the world, do not believe that philosophy ought to try to change the world, or do not even recognize changing the world as a legitimate question for philosophy (e.g., Comte, Wittgenstein, Derrida). It is indeed difficult to imagine positivist, analytic, or deconstructionist philosophers expecting that the world may become better through their philosophies. But true philosophers expect some actual good to come from their thinking, speaking, or writing. Those others who believe that philosophy exists in some esoteric world apart from everyday reality are, to that extent at least, not true philosophers.

True philosophers are arrogant enough to believe that the world would be a better place if only people would read their books, take them to heart, and act upon them. Many philosophers, perhaps even most, perhaps even the mild-mannered or humble ones, whether true or not, fit into this category of having convinced themselves that their thoughts, if believed, absorbed, and put into practice, would somehow improve the world. Else, why would they bother to write? Such authors, for the sake of any eventual amelioration, thus have a duty to be true to themselves as the philosophers whom they see themselves to be. This book offers some specific details about how to do that.

I suppose that I have had some idea of this book in mind ever since I was a teenager in high school reading Nietzsche, Will Durant, Thoreau, and Russell - outside the curriculum, of course. This idea became clearer during my second year in graduate school, when I found myself constantly at odds with one particular professor who believed that an academic philosopher's duty was not to investigate or ponder important issues, but rather to become an expert on the texts of past philosophical movements, trends, and eras. I had already become familiar with analytic philosophy dismissing or ignoring important issues in order to focus instead on meaningless language games, but the absolute pedantry of this professor showed me the need for a book which would define precisely what philosophy is, what it should be, how it should be practiced, and why. This book's concept crystallized for me when I heard Quentin Lauer speak about "The Nature of Philosophical Inquiry" on November 17, 1982, at Villanova University. I had already known Lauer for several years as a Hegel scholar, but here was a completely different aspect of his work. When I met him in the 1970s, he struck me as a gruff, chainsmoking curmudgeon whom I did not particularly want to get to know. He also had a well-deserved reputation as a formidable presence who did not suffer fools gladly. Thus, while still a grad student, I was terrified when he was assigned to be the commentator on the very first paper I ever presented to the Hegel Society of America. However, I need not have worried. His comments were fair, gracious, constructive, and to the point. In 1986 he kindly granted my request for a copy of the manuscript of his Villanova talk, and in 1989 he published a much expanded version of it as a book: The Nature of Philosophical Inquiry (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1989).

Although there are many books about so-called "first philosophy" - and even at least one other about the duties of philosophers, namely, Lydia Amir's Rethinking Philosophers' Responsibility (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2017) - Lauer's 1989 book is the closest I have ever found to what I intend to present here. Nevertheless, I must say that I disagree with several of its key points - and it is full of factual errors. Five examples of these errors: First (p. 8), it was not the Mona Lisa, but the Pieta, which was exhibited at the 1964 New York World's Fair; the Mona Lisa was exhibited the year before at the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art. Second (p. 8), Martin Luther went to Rome only once, in 1510-1511, not seven times, as Lauer alleges. Third (p. 17), Lauer falsely attributes the crab individuality vignette to Bergson, but in fact it belonged to William James in The Varieties of Religious Experience (London; Longmans, Green, 1904), p. 9. Fourth (pp. 83-84), David Hume wrote in the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 8, 1, 20, about a purse of gold lost at Charing Cross, but Lauer has it lost in Trafalgar Square, even though Hume died in 1776 and the battle for which the square was named did not occur until 1805. Fifth (p. 92), Lauer claims that sixteenth-century theologians attacked Galileo, but Galileo did not provoke the church until 1613. Despite such carelessness about verifiable facts, and despite my various disagreements with Lauer, I strongly recommend his work. Lauer's 1989 book and this one of mine complement each other so well that I would hope that everyone who reads On the Duties of Philosophers will read The Nature of Philosophical Inquiry also - and vice versa. The similarities and differences between these two books will quickly become apparent to any astute readers and will serve to enlighten those readers, so that they may discover for themselves the truth which lies somewhere in the middle. As the old and often misattributed adage goes, there are three versions of every story: yours, mine, and the truth.

A word about duties in general: As benevolent humans we have duties not to murder, cheat, steal, torture, etc. As good citizens we have duties to participate fairly in society and commerce, to see that children are raised humanely and educated to as high a standard as possible, to work toward peace and justice, etc. Duties can seem either negative, e.g., the duty not to murder, or positive, e.g., the duty to tell the truth; but negative and positive duties can each be expressed the other way, e.g., the duty to respect others' lives and the duty not to lie. Duties are commensurate with rights. Anyone who fails in the duty not to murder has no right to be at large in society. A citizen who fails in the duty to support the improvement of schools has no right to hold public office. We philosophers earn the right to write, publish, and teach philosophy only if we each perform our specific duties as philosophers in addition to our usual duties as civilized humans and solid citizens. A scoundrel cannot be a philosopher.

Scattered portions of this book have appeared in other versions elsewhere, as follows:

"Bertrand Russell and the Paradoxes of Set Theory," in: Science and its Times: Understanding the Social Significance of Scientific Discovery, Volume 6, 1900-1949, edited by Neil Schlager and Josh Lauer (Detroit: Gale Group, 2000), pp. 204-205. 

"The Cartesian Circle: Hegelian Logic to the Rescue," Heythrop Journal 30, 4 (October 1989): 403-418. Also in: Ruminations: Selected Philosophical, Historical, and Ideological Papers, Volume 1, Part 1, The Infinite (North Syracuse, New York: Gegensatz, 2019), Chapter I, Section 1.

"Cassirer's Dialectic of the Mythical Consciousness," Reports on Philosophy (Krakow) 8 (1984): 3-13. Also in: Ruminations ... Volume 1, Part 1, The Infinite, Chapter IX, Section 1.

"The Empirical Version of the Ontological Argument and the A Priori Version of the Cosmological Argument," in: Existence of God: Essays from the Basic Issues Forum, edited by John R. Jacobson and Robert Lloyd Mitchell (Lewiston, New York: Edwin Mellen, 1988), pp. 149-161. NB: This chapter is full of printer's and publisher's errors which materially affect the content. A corrected copy appears in: Ruminations ... Volume 1, Part 1, The Infinite, Chapter IV, Section 1.

"The Fivefold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason," in: Schopenhauer's Fourfold Root, edited by Jonathan Head and Dennis Vanden Auweele (New York: Routledge, 2017), pp. 32-44.

God, Evil, and Ethics: A Primer in the Philosophy of Religion (North Syracuse, New York: Gegensatz, 2004).

"Hegel's Use of Metaphors," in: Metaphors in Modern and Contemporary Philosophy, edited by Arthur Cools, Walter Van Herck, and Koenraad Verrycken (Brussels: University Press Antwerp, 2013), pp. 149-166.

"Nietzsche as Hegelian?" an invited paper presented at the Fordham University Graduate Philosophy Colloquium, Bronx, New York, December 3, 2018.

"Ockham's Razor," in: Scientific Thought: In Context, edited by Brenda Wilmoth Lerner and K. Lee Lerner (Farmington Hills, Michigan: Gale Cengage Learning, 2008), vol. 2, pp. 950-954.

"Philosophical Influences on Thomas Szasz," in: Thomas S. Szasz: An Appraisal of His Legacy, edited by C.V. Haldipur, James L. Knoll IV, and Eric v.d. Luft (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), pp. 20-35.

"Toward a Definition of Religion as Philosophy," Process Studies 16, 1 (Spring 1987): 37-40. Also in: Ruminations ... Volume 1, Part 1, The Infinite, Chapter IV, Section 2.

"Wittgenstein, Ludwig Josef Johann (1889-1951)," in: Dictionary of Literary Influences: The Twentieth Century, 1914-2000, edited by John Powell (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2004), pp. 564-566.

This book is part of a five-volume set, namely:

Dynamic Humanism: An Excursion in Practical Speculative Philosophy (Kindle ISBN 978-1-933237-05-3, EPUB ISBN 978-1-933237-72-5, PDF ISBN 978-1-62130-705-1) is a comprehensive five-volume set of speculative philosophy, concentrating on axiology (the theory of value) and consisting of:

Volume 1: On the Duties of Philosophers (Kindle ISBN 978-0-9655179-3-5, EPUB ISBN 978-1-933237-67-1, PDF ISBN 978-1-62130-708-2), which discusses first principles, epistemology, and logic.

Volume 2: The Metaphysics of God: An Exercise in Practical Ontology (Kindle ISBN 978-0-9655179-5-9, EPUB ISBN 978-1-933237-68-8, PDF ISBN 978-1-62130-711-2), which discusses the philosophy of being and the philosophy of religion.

Volume 3: The Dictatorship of the Intelligentsia: An Approach to Political Philosophy (Kindle ISBN 978-0-9655179-8-0, EPUB ISBN 978-1-933237-69-5, PDF ISBN 978-1-62130-710-5), which discusses social ethics.

Volume 4: The Value of Suicide (Kindle ISBN 978-0-9655179-4-2, EPUB ISBN 978-1-933237-70-1, PDF ISBN 978-1-933237-89-3), which discusses individual ethics.

Volume 5: Form, Content, and Power: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Art (Kindle ISBN 978-0-9655179-6-6, EPUB ISBN 978-1-933237-71-8, PDF ISBN 978-1-62130-706-8), which discusses the philosophy of creative activity and its effects.

None of these five books would be possible without six decades of teachers and fellow students, five decades of colleagues, four decades of my own students, and a lifetime of friends, mentors, and supporters. I am grateful to all of them, but especially to Katherine Sarah Sherman, Edward Fitzkee, Heidi E. Beutler, Lawrence S. Stepelevich, G. Scott Davis, Jennifer Hamlin-Navias, Fred Crysler, Betsy DePuy VanderMale, Matthew Freytag, Nick Ripostella, Doug Stenberg, Lisa Gasbarrone, the late George L. Kline, the late William D. Geoghegan, the late Susan Waltz Hartman, the late Quentin Lauer, the late Edward Pols, the late C. Douglas McGee, the late Frederick J. Gilfillan, the late José Ferrater Mora, the late George Weaver - and of course, my wife Diane.
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One purpose of this book is to try to define what philosophers are, and thereby to come closer to defining what philosophy itself is. The distinguishing characteristics of philosophers are "duties," because the neglect or misfeasance of them would render one either less of a philosopher or not a philosopher at all. So, before we discuss what the duties of philosophers are - or ought to be - let us discuss what philosophy is, has been, and could continue to be, and thus what it is that makes some people philosophers.

Philosophy is neither an academic discipline among other academic disciplines nor a science among other sciences. Rather, philosophy is the academic discipline which sits in judgment of all other academic disciplines and the science which sits in judgment of all other sciences. As such, it is the most practical of all academic disciplines and sciences, because it teaches us how to live - as well as how to die. It sits in judgment of everything, submitting everything to the tribunal of reason, leaving nothing unscrutinized. Hence philosophers should address themselves to real issues, not just try to impress each other with their erudition and cleverness. Yet they must remain objective and impartial, at least in public, and not preach, proselytize, or advocate any specific position to the exclusion of others which could, on some interpretations, also have philosophical support. That is, they must remain genuine philosophers, not become ideologues.

If philosophy does not concern itself in the first instance with deep truths - the deepest truths - then, plainly and simply, it is not philosophy at all. Insofar as philosophy is what sits in judgment of all other forms of knowledge and experience, it mediates them all with one another, makes them coherently and systematically meaningful for rational beings, and thus is the most practical science for all who must die. The main question we should ask any text of philosophy is neither "Is it coherent?" nor "How does it relate to other texts?" nor "How is it to be interpreted? nor "How is it to be understood?" nor "Is it interesting?" - but rather: "Is it right?" or, in other words: "What truth is there in it?" The questions we should ask it are those of content and substance, not those of form and style. The truth, once discovered, is easy to believe. It may be difficult to discover or to learn, but once it is found, tested, and confirmed, it should slide into the mind as easily as a hand into its best-fitting glove. If the acceptance of any truth is forced, then we should become immediately suspicious of the authenticity of this alleged truth.

One purpose of philosophy is to edify. If it does not edify, then it is not philosophy. Many other human creations and activities are also intended to edify, but philosophy alone edifies - and can edify - only by means of pure, untrammelled, unchannelled reason, a reason which necessarily includes and involves human senses and emotions, and indeed cannot be itself without this involvement. But Hegel says that philosophy should not even attempt to edify. He concludes the ninth paragraph of his famous preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit with a frankly surprising admonition: "Philosophy must guard against wanting to be edifying" ("Die Philosophie aber muss sich hüten, erbaulich sein zu wollen"). He could have used belehrend, which means "edifying" more in the sense of "instructive, enlightening, informative, or corrective"; but he uses erbaulich, which literally means "edifying" but has definite connotations of devotional improvement. As is usual with Hegel, and as should be obvious to any Hegel scholar who reads him historically, in the light of the contemporary German philosophical and cultural situation, Hegel has a specific unnamed target in mind. In this case, it seems to be Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, who propounded a peculiarly Christian, early Romantic philosophy of feeling (Gefühl), yearning (Sehnsucht), and "building up" (aufbauend), i.e., "edifying," in a personal, pietistic way. Nevertheless, his attack on Jacobi aside, Hegel is wrong about philosophy as edification. If philosophy does not edify, then what else can it do? Its practical value is precisely to edify. Insofar as philosophy edifies, it is or ought to be a practical science.

Philosophy should make the philosopher a better person. The very existence of a philosopher should make the world a better place than it would be without this philosopher. The philosopher need not be a progressive, an activist, or even a leftist, but must not be a scoundrel. Besides being intellectually qualified to think and self-disciplined enough to read nonfiction copiously, the philosopher must be - entirely on reasonable, consistent, and logically defensible grounds - ethical, socially decent, and naturally prone to spontaneous and random acts and thoughts of kindness - without any admixture of (1) belief in superstitions, sin, salvation, damnation, supernatural effects, praying to an imaginary friend, or praising an imaginary cosmic monarch; (2) obedience to any fantasies, subjective persuasions, neuroses, or empty words or exaggerated phrases which essentially refer to nothing; or (3) uncritical respect for any unexamined traditions associated with one's geographical, genealogical, national, ethnic, racial, or cultural inheritance. Any so-called or self-styled philosopher who is amoral, immoral, self-aggrandizing, hypocritical, greedy, ulteriorly motivated, chauvinistic, or selfish is not a genuine philosopher.

Among analytic philosophers, Anders Wedberg holds that philosophy, properly so called, should severely restrict itself to just the clarification of the language used to express empirical and mathematical truths. In no case should it concern itself with "deep truths" (A History of Philosophy [Oxford: Clarendon, 1982-1984], vol. 1, p. 3) or with attempts, such as Plato's doctrine of forms or Hegel's system, to formulate such alleged "truths." Nor should philosophy in any way express or promote the philosopher's own values, priorities, or opinions. Wedberg's perspectives may typify analytic philosophy over against speculative philosophy, but are not found only within the analytic tradition. Moreover, not all analytic philosophers would agree with Wedberg on these points; for also among analytic philosophers is Russell, who is well-known for tackling "real life" issues as well as abstruse logical conundrums. Wedberg exemplifies what Hegel decries as the mere "understanding" (Verstand), as opposed to "reason" (Vernunft) in the epistemological dialectic. From Hegel's Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, § 82 Zusatz, we infer that - from the point of view of Verstand - speculative philosophy is tantamount to a shallow visionary mysticism, and that only from the point of view of Vernunft are we able to grasp speculative philosophy in all its depth, which includes but is not limited to mystical awareness. Indeed, speculative philosophy includes everything.

At another extreme, some professors of philosophy, even those who profess not to know what philosophy is, claim that whatever it is, it is certainly not that to which Joe Average refers when he speaks of "my philosophy of life," i.e., Joe's general attitude in everyday situations. Lauer claims in his 1982 Villanova lecture that whatever else philosophy may turn out to be, it is not among "the many peculiar human activities which have at one time or another paraded under the name of philosophy [but which] simply do not belong there (e.g., my 'philosophy of life')" (unpublished 1982 manuscript, p. 2). Lauer adds that "a personal or existential thinking which is rampantly individualistic is untenable" (1989 book, p. 4). He is quite correct to notice the vulgar and unenlightened aspect of "my philosophy of life" - which indeed sometimes operates on a level as low as that of a coach's "philosophy of football" or a broker's "philosophy of finance." However, taken in a broader sense, "my philosophy of life" is a necessary element in the true spiritual development of every thinking individual. Thus philosophers have a purpose and a duty to examine and qualify "my philosophy of life."

Philosophy is indeed an attitude, a very specialized and sophisticated attitude, insofar as "philosophy began when human beings first sought to explain rationally what had previously been explained by an appeal to authority, to myth, to tradition, or simply to common opinion. By this criterion ... philosophy is not so much a discipline, a method, or a body of knowledge; it is rather an attitude ... a determination to know reality (as opposed to merely opining or believing)" (1989, p. 22; cf. p. 27). Yet this attitude is disciplined, has a method, and its disciplined or rigorous method yields a body of knowledge, because "philosophy is a specialized mode of inquiry with methods and procedures calculated to make the approach to ... questions more rational" and because "thinking is an ongoing process which constantly gives meaning to human life" (1989, p. 104; cf. 1982, p. 7). This attitude has no exceptions. Everything is the subject matter of philosophy. Although Lauer was a Jesuit father, he was not ashamed to proclaim, "Even religion must stand trial at the bar of moral reason" (1989, p. 3).

Although Lauer denies the possibility of defining philosophy (1989, pp. 16, 24), he nevertheless defines philosophy as "an overarching rational reflection on experience, progressively revealing more and more of what experience implies, growing itself as experience grows, expands, as thinking affects the very way we experience" (1989, p. 29; cf. 1982, p. 4). Although Lauer accurately notices the qualitative, teleological, or even ontological difference between philosophy and all other sciences and disciplines, he still places philosophy squarely within academia. He also leaves no doubt that morality is "philosophy's most significant concern" (1982, p. 5). Those who say that religion, art, etc., have each come into existence, accomplished themselves, and validated themselves without philosophy are undone by Lauer's "definition" of philosophy as "overarching rational reflection" - and such critics, at their peril, belie that "definition." His position is typical of speculative philosophers who wish to keep philosophy strictly the enterprise of an established or "professional" intellectual class which usually finds its home in an academic setting. Even so, Lauer still admits that there is "a certain sense [in which] everyone asks these questions and has certain vague answers to them: the reality of what we experience, the status of human beings in the universe, the meaning of life, the function of nature, suffering, death, God, right and wrong, beauty and ugliness" (1982, p. 7). Such questioning should be taken seriously, encouraged in its depth and breadth, and developed in its rigor, even outside the academic arena.

Philosophy per se is not entirely what either Wedberg or Lauer say it is. In its pure form, philosophy is neither simply the analysis of givens nor a "specialized mode of inquiry." On the contrary, it is the science which sits in judgment of all analyses, givens, modes, and inquiries. If we conduct a philosophical inquiry into, say, freedom, then we do not try to determine what the word "freedom" means or how it is used in sentences; rather, we try to determine what freedom really is. We look for freedom itself, its essence, its nature, and its precise interrelationship with other concepts. This difference is crucial. Those who believe that they are doing philosophy when they only play with words, catalog their denotations, connotations, usages, or references, or nitpick minor semantic, grammatical, or logical obscurities, are not getting to the real meat of the matter, but are just dancing in the dark, cavorting with the mere expressions of concepts, not the concepts themselves. They may take themselves seriously - and they usually do - but their work is not serious. At least it is not serious as philosophy. Real philosophers would sit in judgment of the concept of freedom, not in judgment of the word "freedom." Hence Lauer's conception of philosophy is closer than Wedberg's to what philosophy actually is.

It is good to see that philosophy is still sometimes being done the way that Lauer does it. He directs his primary attention toward the meaning and significance of the real issues themselves, rather than to the meaning and significance of the sentences or tropes in which they happen to have been expressed. He likewise seems unconcerned to wax erudite on the phenomenology of the accidental conditions under which these several formulations have arisen in the history of thought. Thus his emphases and interests go against the general trend of professional philosophy in the late twentieth century. Indeed he has more affinity with Plato, Augustine, Nietzsche, and others who have tried to meet the perennial challenges of mutually human philosophy than with Flew, Popper, Derrida, et al., who prefer to mull over fashionable pseudo-problems, usually self-devised, and intelligible to only a few specially trained and similarly inclined intellectuals.

Lauer struggles against an academic world in which "interestingness" and complexity have replaced importance as the criterion for what will be studied and taught as philosophy, which has thus become a series of mental puzzles instead of a serious and rigorous encounter with truth. Those of us who join him in that struggle would do well to include both this book and his on the reading lists of undergraduates coming to philosophy for the first time. His 1989 book is not a groundbreaking work; its value lies rather in the fact that it is a fine example of what genuine philosophy, the search for wisdom, could and should be in every age. Nevertheless, despite his rejection of postmodern or analytic elitism and sterility in professional philosophy, Lauer advocates his own species of academic elitism in the study of philosophy. 

Opinion about what properly constitutes philosophy resolves into two distinct, overarching camps. The first camp believes that philosophy is anyone's set of personal ideas, such as "my philosophy of life." Attitudes toward philosophy in this camp range from the banal to the Socratic. The second camp believes that philosophy is a specialized intellectual activity which can be conducted only by certain kinds of people after much preparation, usually within academia. Attitudes toward philosophy in this camp tend toward elitism. To refer to these two camps, respectively, as "popular" and "professional" would not be quite accurate, because there are intelligent non-philosophers who perceive philosophy as arcane and effete mental exercise with little or no relevance to the "real world," and because there are professional philosophers who still concern themselves with traditional questions of the meaning of life, existence, and death. Nor can the two camps be identified, again respectively, with "speculative" (or "Continental") and "analytic" (or "Anglo-American") philosophy. Among speculative philosophers, Lauer argues in The Nature of Philosophical Inquiry for keeping philosophy strictly the property of credentialed intellectuals who operate almost exclusively in academic settings. Analytic philosophers are hardly ever found outside academia.

Philosophers of the second camp scarcely existed before the middle of the nineteenth century, and did not become numerous until the twentieth. For that reason, we could call the two camps the "Customary" and the "Parvenu." In this book, I shall argue, especially against Lauer, that the "Parvenu" are one-sided (einseitig) in the Hegelian sense, and on that account do philosophy a disservice.

Philosophy is not something that some people who call themselves philosophers do from nine to five. Philosophy is a way of life. Some professors of philosophy and other so-called "professional" philosophers believe that their duty and calling is just to be experts in the philosophical works of certain eras or certain philosophers. But, however learned and accurate they may be, their concern with nothing but exegesis is ultimately unphilosophical. While it is always important to get one's facts straight, it is even more important to use these facts, or even errors, misreadings, or misinterpretations, to further the whole philosophical enterprise. Some professors do not seem to realize that to be a Plato scholar is not necessarily to be a Platonist, to be a Locke scholar is not necessarily to be a Lockean, etc. Thus Virgil Aldrich wisely writes in "Categories and Spinoza's Attributes" (Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 61 [1980]: 156): "I am not concerned ... to be scholarly about Spinoza, or faithful to what he had in mind ... I want, instead, to develop what his remark suggests to me, as a clarification of things." In the same vein, the epigraph of my paper, "The Cartesian Circle: Hegelian Logic to the Rescue" (Heythrop Journal 30, 4 [October 1989]: 403), is from Thomas Aquinas, In Aristotelis librum de caelo et mundo expositio, Lectio XXII, § 8: "The purpose of philosophy is not only to learn what people have thought, but to discover the truth of the matter." I continue in the first paragraph:


The purpose of this paper is to try to determine a general philosophical truth about the way in which humans come to their knowledge of God. ... We are not concerned here either with Hegel's own views on Descartes's argument ... or even with Descartes's particular formulation of the problem; but rather, with the problem itself, regardless of who has dealt with it previously. For philosophy as a science, the problem of the human relation to God is more important than the quest for an accurate critical scrutiny of Hegel, Descartes, or any other philosopher. ... The paper accordingly shows no historical interest in what Descartes actually said or in how he said it, but a speculative interest in what he could have said and in how he could have said it in order to be closer to the actual truth.


Among the types of people who call themselves philosophers are (1) experts, (2) truth-seekers, and (3) self-promoters. For type 1, there are no arguments to win or lose, but only correct or incorrect expositions. For type 2, there are arguments, but it does not matter who wins them, as long as the truth somehow comes forth. For type 3, the goal is to win arguments, and this type will use all sorts of clever tricks and sophistical legerdemain in order to win them and thus to gain glory for themselves, with no respect for the truth in itself and no regard for where it may reside. Type 2 are genuine philosophers; types 1 and 3 are not.

Also sometimes mistaken for serious or genuine philosophers are (1) those who seek only what is "interesting," and (2) those who see philosophy as "mental exercise." Real philosophers confront real issues head-on, by any means necessary, with reason as their only weapon. A case in point of a pseudo-philosopher who exemplifies these two anti-philosophical conditions is Wittgenstein. Perhaps the most misleading title of any book in either English or German is Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations (Philosophische Untersuchungen), because its topic is not philosophical at all. It reveals Wittgenstein as a neurotic, disorganized word-gamer indulging in meaningless erudition, sterile suggestions, and overly complex nitpicking which offers little or nothing of value toward either the betterment of humanity or the understanding of ultimate reality. If he ever showed any soul apart from his conservative Catholicism, it was in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, but even there, his final admonition that we must not speculate about whatever we cannot know - but must pass over it in silence - must be seen as cowardly.

True philosophers are courageous. Their brave spirit shows in that they never back down from truth, however ugly, inconvenient, dangerous, or terrifying that truth may turn out to be. They may modify their positions along the way, but always in pursuit of truth. They never try to convince themselves that what really matters does not really matter. They never try to make themselves feel good by pretending either that what is so is not so or that what is not so is so. They never succumb to the mere shell of subjective conviction, but always insist that their beliefs be well-grounded, however painful or heartbreaking such grounding may be, or however joyous or seductive such conviction may be. Philosophy should be polemical, heartfelt, and integrated.

The proper content of philosophy is the content of common discourse. One purpose of philosophy is to bring this content up from the level of bar talk, street corner jive, blogspeak, sound bites, everyday banter, and fireside chats to the level of what Hegel calls the concept (Begriff), but not necessarily into the classroom, the graduate seminar, or the professional conference. There is a concomitant duty for philosophers not to be trendy, sensational, or innovative for the mere sake of trendiness, sensationalism, or innovation. Rather, philosophers must first and always be on the lookout for truth, accuracy, consistency, and coherence. If this means that philosophical books, articles, dissertations, and essays just paraphrase each other and interpret or reinterpret the great works of the past without offering anything "new," then so be it. Philosophy does not have to be "interesting" in the vulgar sense. It is not concerned with space aliens, extraterrestrial surmises, "oh wow!" mysticisms, "kozmik trooth," hokey meditation "techniques," or anything paranormal, supernatural, faddish, or contrived, but only with what could conceivably come under rational scrutiny, not wild conjecture. Nevertheless, philosophy must judge everything it encounters with the most severely impartial ferocity. Under such ruthless scrutiny, very little of the trendy, sensational, or merely innovative will be able to survive. Philosophy cannot and must not arise from the common understanding, but philosophy must enter into the common understanding.

Philosophy and engineering are not very different from each other. As rigorous investigative and practical disciplines, both are concerned to identify problems specifically, define them precisely, and solve them in the most logical way possible. But, unlike engineering, philosophy is not just a bunch of problems to be solved. Philosophy is learning how to live - in accordance with reason. Such learning naturally involves identifying and solving problems, but such identifying and solving are philosophy's strategy and tactics, not its essence or its purpose. In pursuing this strategy and these tactics, philosophers fulfill their duty to demonstrate forcefully that a major purpose of philosophy is to clarify, not to obscure, as is popularly held.

Insofar as philosophers elucidate, not obfuscate; simplify, not complicate; they must avoid oversimplifying or "dumbing down" their presentations, and must make the full content of their thought accessible to any intelligent and literate lay person. Hence they strive to identify unseen problems, not to invent new ones; and to make their thought timeless, not trendy. They must reach out to a wider public, not write cryptic jargon or cutesy neologisms for only a small fixated audience of like-minded bores, narcissists, or cloistered intellectuals. They must be straightforward, not ambiguous, equivocal, or devious. In other words, philosophers must be plain speakers and clear writers. They have a duty to speak and write so that the intelligent laity can understand what is said and what is written.

Philosophers have a duty to foster the love of accuracy as well as the love of truth, for indeed, truth and accuracy go hand-in-hand. There can be no truth without facts, and facts cannot be recognized, known, acted upon, or discussed in any useful or authentic way unless they are described or presented accurately. Facts depend on principles. Just as facts are observable and describable, principles are discoverable and codifiable. Philosophers would much prefer that their principles be axiomatic or self-evident, but if objections should be raised about their self-evidence as indispensable principles, then philosophers can defend them with logic, bolster them with facts and arguments, or try to set up proofs for them. Thus truth may be acquired. The acquisition of truth is a twofold process: "upwards," as it were, from the empirical to the rational, i.e., from facts to principles, and "downwards," as it were, from the rational to the empirical, i.e., from principles to facts. Whatever is determined to be true must satisfy both aspects. Both are equally important. Empiricists make the mistake of asserting the primacy of the empirical over the rational; while rationalists make the analogous mistake of asserting the primacy of the rational over the empirical. There is no rational truth that denies the empirical, and there is no empirical truth that denies the rational. There is a natural "checks and balances" system between the empirical and the rational.

In order to try as best they can to achieve accuracy, philosophers must differentiate clearly between the technical or systematic and the nontechnical or nonsystematic use of terms - and they must define technical and systematic terms as precisely and thoroughly as possible. They must state each principle rigorously and describe each fact meticulously. In this respect, philosophy closely resembles mathematics.

Philosophy and mathematics are the only two sciences which can prove anything. The rest can only come up with patterns which must always be regarded as revisable upon new evidence or better hypotheses. What philosophy is - and what it is not - is determined by its content and its rigor, not by its form or even by its level of erudition. Accordingly, we may define philosophy in a fivefold way: (1) Philosophy is the architecture of ethical life. (2) Philosophy is - exactly as Socrates tells us - learning how to die. (3) Philosophy is the use of reason to achieve serenity, human fulfillment, and happiness (not in the vulgar sense, but as eudaimonia). (4) Philosophy is the science which sits in judgment of all other sciences. (5) Philosophy is - in a very real way - "my philosophy of life" - but only if we remain constantly vigilant, so that it does not descend into the subjective morass of touchy-feeliness.

Philosophers should, as their primary calling, use reason to consider the most momentous topics, not, as analytic philosophers do, to consider the most nitpicky and insignificant trivia. Philosophers should rely absolutely on reason as their guide, letting it lead them wherever it wants. But, you might say, what about irrationalist, fideist, or empiricist philosophers, who each to some degree deny the efficacy or value of reason? To this I respond that these philosophers use reason itself to deny reason, so that they, despite themselves, refute themselves in their very words. No discursive being can avoid reason. When Kierkegaard's character Climacus says "Truth is subjectivity," he is not making a subjective statement. He is denying reason. But he is using reason to deny reason. He cannot avoid reason however much he hates it in his petulant subjectivity. To say "There is no objective standard" is to express an objective standard. To declare, "There are no absolutes" or "There is no absolute," is to make an absolute judgment.

Philosophy is philosophia, not philodianoia, i.e., "the love of wisdom" not "the love of thinking"; or perhaps it is "the love of thinking for the sake of wisdom as a goal" not "the goalless love of thinking for its own sake." Philosophy uses thinking or reason as its tool to try to figure things out. Thus philosophy is intrinsically rationalistic rather than empirical. Hume, in creating empirical philosophy, did not create it empirically, by experiment and observation, but by thought and contemplation. Sartre, in declaring that there is no absolute standard, thereby established and confirmed, malgré lui, an absolute standard. Hume, acting as a philosopher, did not interpret data, but reasoned about the interpretation of data; and Sartre, acting as a philosopher, did not deny the absolute in favor of the radically free existence of the living individual, but rather, on the meta-level, reasoned about it all. These examples show philosophy as a science, poorly pursued by Hume, Kierkegaard, and Sartre, but if well-pursued, then a science which balances the empirical and the rational, the denying and the affirming, the relative and the absolute, and other natural oppositions.

The purpose of science is to create or discover not only facts, but also general patterns of understanding. The purpose of education is not to cram heads with facts, but with general patterns of understanding. The purpose of philosophy is to judge them all: science, education, facts, understanding. As the universal science, philosophy must avoid anthropocentrism, even geocentrism, even heliocentrism. It must take as its domain the entire universe, both physical and non-physical. Philosophy must apply itself in a decentralized, distributed way to the entire universe to whatever extent the universe and its components can be known. Discovering the extent to which we can know whatever-there-is is the province of epistemology - which, accordingly, must be surveyed early, perhaps first, as we learn philosophy.

We do not study Latin nowadays to learn Latin, but to help us learn English. We do not study history to learn about the past, but about the present. We do not study trigonometry to learn about the abstract properties of sines, cosines, etc., but to learn how to measure angles. We do not study physics to learn Schroedinger's equation, Heisenberg's principle, etc., but to learn what this equation, this principle, etc., can tell us about nature itself. And so on. If the practical sides of these and other disciplines are ignored or deemphasized in class, then the discipline becomes reduced to a mere mental exercise, an elaborate parlor game, a meaningless joke at the expense of students who will have to face the world in a few years insufficiently armed with, among other weapons, the conviction - or delusion - that their schooling has been adequate, or at least generally useful, in preparing them for that challenge. If the practical side of any discipline cannot be impressed upon students, then there may consequently be few good reasons why students should pay any attention to that discipline at all.

Too many students approach philosophy with the popular prejudice that philosophy has minimal value in everyday life, but is just the hobbyhorse of an intellectual elite or recreational "fuzzy thinkers" who are each lost in their own private worlds of fantasy and abstraction. Teachers of philosophy have been remiss in their duty to defeat this prejudice and thereby to show that philosophy indeed has practical value in the everyday world. Instead of confronting this prejudice directly and refuting it explicitly in class through both words and examples, they either ignore it - thus perpetuating the problem - or alienate the class by plunging headlong into complex, advanced material, in medias res, without sufficient preparation from the history of philosophy, without justifying their leap away from familiar knowledge, without connecting the material somehow with everyday life, and perhaps also without even themselves knowing why this material may be important in the broad scheme - thus intensifying the problem.

This prejudice is deeply rooted and serious, but philosophers have two strategies against it, one counterproductive, the other fairly promising: Counterproductively, they could pander to popular interests. Such pandering has been common in academia, not only in philosophy courses, since the 1960s, and with mixed results. By substituting "relevance" for rigor, we weaken the integrity of the discipline. We may thereby gain some short-term or shallow friends among the students, but few long-term or deep. Teaching Carlos Castañeda instead of Plato, Kahlil Gibran instead of Kant, Derrida instead of Aristotle, or Sam Harris instead of Descartes serves the prejudice well. Holding round-table discussions in which nothing is accomplished but the innocent and ungrounded exchange of "feelings" about peace, justice, freedom, equality, etc., is even worse. Philosophy properly has to do with thoughts, not feelings. But promisingly, instead of twisting philosophy to make it palatable and thereby accomplishing the opposite of what they intend, teachers could strive both to learn for themselves and to convey to their students just why philosophy is important in everyday life.

Teachers miss golden opportunities, especially in the field of logic, to show the natural value of philosophy. Introductory logic courses provide a wealth of instances of practical applications of philosophical principles, theories, truths, and techniques in the everyday world - if only the teachers would bring such instances to the students' attention. Too many students pass such courses without gaining any idea that what they have done for thirteen weeks is at least as useful as a course in, say, accounting. It is our fault as teachers if students come away from their introductory logic courses not knowing the limits of language, which is the very first thing which they ought to learn in order to become able to understand why we need a science of logic at all.

Philosophy can teach how to communicate, how to understand whatever is being communicated, and how to recognize what is not being communicated. Teachers must exploit these three aspects of philosophy. They must emphasize that philosophical thinking and writing are different from every other kind of thinking and writing insofar as the aim is not so much to provide interesting expositions, cogent arguments, attractive interpretations, fascinating style, or mysterious multivalence as it is to be critical, precise, and clear. Teachers must show students how to develop the ability to analyse arguments critically, precisely, and clearly in the way which is unique to philosophy. Toward this end, I unconditionally recommend John Wilson's Thinking with Concepts (Cambridge University Press, 1969).

Among the most ignorant people in the world are those who believe that philosophy has no importance in their lives, that it is not practical, or that it is "mental masturbation" or "navel contemplation" with no relevance to the way that things actually are or to the everyday decisions which must be made. Reason - and therefore philosophy - is the ultimate judge of what is true or false, real or fictitious, meaningful or nonsensical. To those who might say, "Philosophy is bullshit. All I need to know is what I get from sense experience and inductive reasoning," I respond, "Yes, perhaps, but if so, then it is philosophy which tells you so."

But why write this book? First of all, there is my duty and loyality to myself as a philosopher. But beyond that, I would like to rescue my fellow speculative philosophers from the shackles of academia. Society and its schools bury philosophers in academic muck and departmental politics - and philosophers themselves comply by remaking themselves into narrow, obscure, conforming, career-minded, cloistered intellectuals. Here they become so sterile that they might as well not exist at all. Philosophers must resist this treatment. Philosophers belong in the streets! To say this is not to advocate blatant activism among philosophers - they are generally ill-suited for activism, as they typically lack the common touch and cannot avoid speaking over the heads of everyday people. Rather, they must aim their message at the streets without becoming ideologues, demagogues, or pontificators - and let others, who may or may not be inspired by philosophy, carry out the sociopolitical protests, actions, struggles, movements, or even revolutions. This is the proper division of labor. As driving forces behind the scenes, philosophers participate no less in resistance to the hidebound present. Philosophers must be part of the causes - if not the efficient causes, then at least the final causes - of beneficial effects in the real world.

True philosophy tells us - or suggests to us - what we should and should not do, but academic philosophy sometimes forbids philosophers from telling or suggesting any such things. Academia sometimes expects philosophy and philosophers to be sterile, self-contained, and self-constrained, bound within the ivory tower - and academia enforces these expectations with firings, demotions, and tenure denials - even shunnings or ostracisms at some sectarian institutions. In "Academic Philosophy: What Is It? What Do We Want It to Be?" (Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association 93 [November 2019]: 121-139), Alison M. Jaggar identifies several specific heteronomous, non-philosophical, or suspicious influences on the integrity of academic philosophy. She is particularly concerned about the increasingly pernicious influence of private donations on academic freedom.

Academic philosophers must not pander to students, but must push and challenge students, whether their institutions want them to or not. (Unbelievable as it is, some colleges actually want professors to be "soft" on students, which - if professors were to follow such perverse directives - would do no one any favors and would not give students their money's worth for their tuition.) Teachers of philosophy must take their pedagogical roles seriously, rather than as just ancillary functions or annoying necessities subordinated to their preferred roles as brilliant expositors, flashy ratiocinators, or competitive choplogicians. They should enjoy teaching more than any other aspect of their professional careers. The purpose of being a professor is to educate students, not to feed one's ago, flatter administrators, or obey commands.

We teachers of philosophy spend a great deal of our time and effort defending or rescuing philosophers from misinterpretation or misunderstanding - and that is as it should be. However, in discharging this task, we need not become pedants or even experts, but just competent and conversant with the whole history of philosophy. To eschew the history of philosophy is to eschew philosophy itself. We use philosophies of the past, not as authorities, but as lemmas. Progress in philosophy - and in civilization in general - is possible if and only if we know and respect history, not only the history of philosophy, but also history in general, to give us insight into the broad trajectory of cultural development. To dismiss the whole trajectory of philosophy from the pre-Socratics onward is to wallow in the subjective, in the rootless present, or in shallow reaction. Seeing things subjectively ought always to give way to seeing them sub specie aeternitatis - if possible. The proper study of history enables us to subsume subjectivity beneath our desired detached perspective while still including subjectivity in our deliberations, to recognize subjectivity as appearance rather than reality, and to learn to ask: "How is X to be regarded sub specie aeternitatis?" rather than "How do I regard X?"

Philosophers must nevertheless recognize points of view which are characterized by particularity or subjectivity and, even while remaining fully engaged with the world, they must look at the world from above and beyond any particularity and subjectivity of the world. Thus, paradoxical as it may sound, philosophers must regard the world and its components sub specie
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