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Can We Save Philosophy?

Should We?






My intention is to provide a readable guide for anyone who desires to improve his or her life through understanding philosophical ideas and putting them into practice. Philosophy can benefit a person of any faith or no faith. I spent my working-life teaching philosophy, and looking back, I thought about what would constitute the most important ideas for a student to think about and to use as guides for life. But as I write this, I am haunted by the questions “Does anybody care?” and “Should they care?” I will answer these questions with a resounding yes, but I will not ignore the problems that evoked the questions.






Can Philosophy Be Saved?






“Philosophy that leaned on heaven before, now shrinks to her second cause and is no more.”(Alexander Pope)






Toward the end of the 19th century, when many students were interested in what philosophers had to say, William James presented a talk with the title “Is Life Worth Living?” His answer, in short, was “yes.” I am asking about whether philosophy is worth studying. I intend to show that the answer is “yes.” But first I have to explain why we should even ask the question, “Can philosophy be saved?”  

The title question of this section “Can Philosophy Be Saved?” evokes several other questions. What is philosophy? Is philosophy endangered? If so, why should it be saved? To answer the first question, I am using the term “philosophy” to mean a systematic method of inquiry about the biggest questions of life. These questions can be phrased in various ways: “What’s it all about?” “What is the meaning of life?” “What can we know?” “How should we act?” “What can we hope for?” These questions lead to more specific issues such as the nature of reality, belief in God, the possibility of an afterlife, free will, and the meaning of good and evil. 

When we turn to the educational question, the inquiry about the role that philosophy plays, or should play, in every person’s life, we can become even more specific. On one hand, nearly everyone is a philosopher to some extent, namely the extent to which he or she ever thinks about the big questions mentioned above. On the other hand, professional philosophers spend most of their time, energy, and talent dealing with these questions, hopefully with the intent of sharing them with the rest of the population. Philosopher Josiah Royce (1855 - 1916) compared the philosophical life of most people to amateur musicians who love music but who are engaged mainly in other pursuits. “The constant student of philosophy is merely the professional musician of reflective thought.”[1] 

In raising the question of saving philosophy, I do not mean saving it as a quaint historical topic the way someone might want to study the history of, say, the horse-drawn street-car. Rather, I mean saving philosophy as an integral part of the educational experience of as many people as possible. 

We can look at some of the ways that philosophy has come under attack beginning in the 19th century, how it survived, and whether it can survive in the near future. This look at the history of philosophy will be restricted to the Western tradition. My purpose is not to discount other traditions, but to acknowledge that, until recently, Western philosophy made its way without much influence by other traditions. Eastern traditions were not part of the problem, but they may be part of the solution.

Western philosophy thrived from the time of the ancient Greeks, beginning with Thales (624–550 BCE), and played an important role in Christian Europe through the 18th and into the 19th century. During the Middle Ages, Western philosophy had significant help from Arabic Muslims, especially in the revival of Aristotle. St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) referred to Aristotle as “The Philosopher,” and contended that the truths of faith and the truths of reason cannot be in opposition to each other. Philosophy enabled theology to carry out its mission of “Faith seeking understanding.” From the 13th to the 17th century, the philosophy of schools, based on Aristotle, and called “Scholasticism,” dominated Western thinking. 

In the 17th century, with the rise of what we today call “science,” based on empirical data and reasoning, a new approach to philosophy began. Rene Descartes (1596–1650) offered a new philosophy, which he attempted to create from reason that would replace the old philosophy of the schools. He hoped to rid his mind of all the doubtful ideas that he, along with the rest of his society, had been clinging to. Through the method of doubting everything that could be doubted, he contended that he could establish some truths free of doubt. These true ideas included the existence of the thinking mind, often referred to as the cogito, Latin for “I think.”[2] From this starting point Descartes argued for the reality of God and also for the material world, to the extent that the world could be studied quantitatively. A dualistic notion flowed from this idea, namely the distinction between thinking substance (res cogitans) and extended substance (res extensa). By thinking substance, Descartes meant any conscious mind, divine or human, and by extended substance, he meant the material world, which is extended in space. The thinking person is a mind that knows extended substance, which is the natural world, in as much as the world can be studied quantitatively. All the natural world, including the human body, is understood as a machine that follows the laws of mechanics.  

Descartes maintained that reason, a power of the thinking substance, could enable humans to control the extended substance, thereby making us the “masters and possessors of nature.” This mentality prevailed in the years after Descartes, even for those who did not necessarily endorse Descartes’ philosophy. Continental European philosophers emphasized the thinking substance and developed a way of thinking known as “Rationalism.” A study of modern continental philosophy can be fascinating, but for my present project, arguing for the continuing study of philosophy in the United States, an examination of modern British philosophy is more to the point.

While idealism flourished on the European continent, the British philosophers were developing an empiricist philosophy. The best known and perhaps the most influential of the British empiricists was John Locke (1632–1704). The empiricists’ guiding message, as expressed by Locke, holds that “There is nothing in the mind that was not first in the senses.” The mind organizes the data that comes to it by the senses, but the mind does not create or discover anything other than what the senses bring to it. David Hume (1711–1776) carried the empiricist project to its logical conclusion. All that we know consists either of sense experience or the relations of ideas, such as math and logic, by which we organize the experiential data. Therefore, we know nothing of, for example, substance or cause and effect. We only know sequences such as the movement of a billiard ball when it is struck by another. By habit we project the former object as the cause of the latter as effect. Likewise, we do not know substance. We only know what the scholastics called “accidents” as, for example, we experience the color of a flower or the weight of a rock. We never see or feel “substance.” According to Hume, books on metaphysics and theology, which deal with such things as substance and cause and effect, contain statements that are not based on sense experience. These books should be consigned to the fire to make room on the shelves for books dealing with empirical data. Hume provided the basis for the rejection of metaphysical thought as a serious study.

In the early part of the twentieth century, Hume’s project would be given structure by the Logical Positivists who maintain that the only legitimate statements concerning reality are those of the positive sciences, meaning statements about that which is experienced or the mathematical measurement of such experience. The only task of the philosopher is to develop and clarify the language and logic of the positive sciences. 

The attitude of the twentieth century positivists was pre-figured by the French philosopher, Auguste Comte (1798–1857), who coined the term “positivism.” Comte maintained that the human race had surpassed the theological stage in which events were explained by belief in God or gods. This was followed by the metaphysical stage in which human reason was the means of understanding. According to Comte, we had now come to the age in which the only way to approach reality was through the positive, that is, the empirical sciences. To the extent to which his views are accepted, philosophy is considered an outmoded method of inquiry, along with things such as mythology.

By the 1950s and 60s, there were basically three types of philosophy in the United States. The most prevalent was logical positivism, taught in most colleges and universities. The Catholic schools mainly taught Thomism, which was enjoying a rebirth because of such figures as the Frenchman, Jacque Maritain, who applied the Thomistic insights to contemporary issues. A third way was existential phenomenology, which was imported from Europe and was setting down roots in Duquesne University in Pittsburgh, Northwestern University in Chicago, and several others.






Serious Critics






Some of the criticisms of academic philosophy come from ignorance. For example, a United States senator recently lamented the shortage of welders because so many would-be welders chose to major in philosophy. A meme on Facebook showed a student deep in debt and unemployed because he majored in philosophy, expecting to get a “philosopher job” with a B.A. degree. There are just two points  I want to make regarding these critics. First, a philosophy major does not expect to get a non-existing “philosopher job” with an undergraduate degree. Philosophy majors usually plan to go on for further studies, often in law school. Second, aside from philosophy majors, there is the question of philosophy being a part of the education of every student, no matter what profession he or she enters. 

Along with the ignorant critics, there are some serious critics of philosophy. For example, Logical Positivism, mentioned above, holds that the only meaningful statements about reality are those of the positive sciences. In that case, students would be better off majoring in one of the positive sciences. A science department might consider that understanding the logic and language of science is important for the understanding of the science. But the study of logic and language would be subordinated to the science. If the logical positivists are right, then philosophy as a free-standing discipline is no longer needed.

Freudianism, in whatever form it takes in the present and near future, constitutes another argument against philosophy. If the Freudians or neo-Freudians are right, philosophy becomes an expression of unconscious processes of a person’s psyche. Rather than a rational pursuit, philosophy would be seen as a rationalization, and may hinder rather than help a student’s self-understanding. In cases where philosophy constitutes a benign sublimation of libidinal energy, students would be better advised to study literature and art as better expressions of a sublimated Eros. 

A third major attack on traditional philosophy stems from Marxism. Marx saw disciplines such as philosophy to be part of the super-structure that serves an unjust economic infra-structure. Although Marxism probably does not enjoy the same status it once did, it still must be taken seriously. Any notion that is critical of contemporary society might constitute an argument against traditional philosophy. Social critics often depict philosophy as the province of “dead, middle-class, white guys.” I think I will be able to show that philosophy can meet the Marxian criticism, but it cannot ignore such a criticism.

Deconstruction constitutes another serious threat to philosophy. According to the deconstructionists, philosophical statements do not reveal reality, but only express the thoughts of the writer. Deconstruction takes the statements apart to see the underlying ideas behind them. This function is best carried out by those in English departments who are skilled in literary criticism. To the extent to which deconstruction prevails, the best interpreters of the big questions are not philosophers but the scholars of literature.

Even if philosophy can answer the critics who would dispose of philosophy as either irrelevant or outdated, philosophy still faces a serious challenge. The problem I refer to here consists of the fact that philosophy is squeezed between physics and theology. Physics long ago replaced philosophy as the best method for understanding the natural world, while those interested in a spiritual dimension look more to theology. Physicists and theologians each occupy a broad swath of territory, and each of them draws seekers. Philosophers seem to have a narrow slit from which they dabble in physics, theology, or both.

It would not be difficult for most people to declare philosophy dead and move on to other methods of inquiry. But I am reminded of something that former Beatle, Paul McCartney, said several decades after rumors he was dead. “I never believed those rumors.” I contend that philosophy is alive and ought to take a prominent place in the thinking of anyone who is interested in the meaning of life. Making the argument will not be easy, but it can be done, and I will try to do it. 






What’s Not Worth Saving






Before making the case for philosophy, I will clear the ground by admitting there are some versions of what is called philosophy that could be allowed to die. One of these philosophical activities consists of
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