
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Supporting Philosophy, Theology, Religious Studies,

History of Science and Philosophy of Science

homepage - about us - help - search 12th May 2010, 18:08 

What is the good of your discipline? Bradley Hillas

Bradley Hillas

Writing an essay about the value of my favourite subject puts a smile on my face. As I sit and try to summon the 
adequate words to defend one of the oldest subjects in the world, my train of thought is coloured with snippets of 
conversations I've fallen into over the years; those prompted by a curious companion who, usually apropos of 
nothing, would turn to me and ask, "Um...what actually is philosophy?" My mood at the time would decide whether 
my response was vague and dismissive or as exhaustive as possible, charged with all of the academic passion that I 
could muster. What typically followed is what makes me smile now, as the inquisitor, seemingly no more enlightened 
than before either way, would say, "Oh...so what's the point of that, then?"

I will admit that this question often had me stumped. Every subject has some kind of purpose, but if all you do is talk 
and make points about things, what is the point? I don't blame them for thinking that there isn't one, as my telling of it 
would leave them with the impression that it's a subject comprised of asking difficult questions without providing an 
answer. To an extent, they're right, and I would sometimes come away with a nagging feeling that I'm wasting my 
time. So I have to ask myself again: what is the good of philosophy? What would it mean for you? What could 
possibly be the point?

A drawn out exposition of the origins and analysis of the history would be beyond my knowledge and perhaps 
unnecessary. In the past it meant what it meant. History is a reliable justification for many things, but it's also the 
measure we use when we want to say that we've progressed, and philosophy often presents itself as a subject 
unconcerned with progress. If that's true then it must be right to ask whether it's still functional. The obvious response 
to that question can be found in any university prospectus. Prospective students are told that they will learn how to 
think in a logical manner, assess both sides of an argument and how to communicate their ideas clearly. These are 
good reasons, for sure, but the value can also be something much more personal than what you would put on a CV. 
As for being good in itself, that is, good without having to be a qualification, then philosophy can lay claim to it more 
than any other because its value lies in its scope, which is much deeper and broader than those prospectuses would 
suggest.

Many would argue that human beings are essentially animals that like to believe that they're special. John Gray 
wrote in Straw Dogs that this belief is a myth1. Progress in science and other areas has increased our knowledge 
but it has not been able to change our needs or who we are. To an extent, I agree with him, but I believe he was 
short-changing his own species. Indeed, humans are animals; they are subject to the same biological processes, the 
same instincts to eat, sleep and procreate. They belong to the same tree of life as every other organism, but I believe 
that a species should be judged not by the state of the totality, but by state of the intellect. This sounds like a secular 
view, but Gray's argument was that the deification of human consciousness is a vestige of Christianity. I believe this 
is partly true, but in the main it was an intellectual precedent established not by the church. To me, philosophy itself 
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is the signature of a superior consciousness.

In philosophy of mind, David M. Armstrong used this example to illustrate the way he pictured consciousness:

"If you have driven for very long distances without a break, you may have had experience of a 
curious state of automatism?one can suddenly "come to" and realise that one has driven for 
long distances without being aware of what one was doing, or, indeed without being aware of 
anything. One has kept the care on the road, used the brake and the clutch perhaps, yet all 
without awareness of what one was doing".2

So the consciousness of humans is meant to occur when we "come to".

I'm not suggesting that we're doing philosophy when we're paying attention to our driving. The scene is only meant to 
illustrate a particular kind of perception - it is this type of 'awareness of awareness' that gives our minds a greater 
vitality in everyday life and beyond that, allows us to be more thorough in our investigations of the world than any 
other animal because it involves reasoning, scepticism and even creativity. The crucial part is being aware that 
you're aware. Once that's achieved, knowledge can increase exponentially because the art of learning is understood. 
As has been said, in the animal world we're all subject to the same forces and processes, but the human animal is 
special because of something naturally simple. After one hundred thousand years of evolution, we've somehow 
managed to hone and sharpen the most powerful tool yet: the question that stems from an awareness of awareness.

What is life? What is death? What should we do? Are we free? Is there a God? Are there laws of nature? What 
should a government look like? Russell noted that as time passes some of these questions are plucked from 
philosophy and go off to join a new discipline; they become science, mathematics or maybe politics3. Philosophy is at 
the root because the question that will always belong to it is this: what can we know? In light of this, it should be clear 
how short-sighted it would be to think that philosophy should be subject to spending cuts at university when it is so 
integral to the university tradition. It would be like getting rid of the library. That question of what we can know is not 
only at the heart of all academia but it encapsulates the divide between animals with the power to move beyond 
instinct and those that don't. You might argue that we have no idea whether animals do philosophy themselves, and 
it would be correct to do so. I would argue that human philosophy led to landing a man on the moon, so I suspect that 
if they are then they're not doing it properly.

But what of those nagging questions like those of death and God that seem condemned to remain unanswerable? A 
person could spend their entire life asking them and never find a satisfactory answer, and they will end up in the 
ground just like every other living thing that has ever existed. But progress was never really the goal. It is only an 
exercise.

That seems all very well and good, but how does it justify paying thousands to study it? Is it enough to have just 
given it some thought in your idle moments, or some long conversation about the meaning of life with your close 
friend at the end of a night out? If it can be done anywhere, at anytime, without books, pens or paper, why would you 
want a degree?

Last year I spent many stressful hours trawling through university websites, trying to figure out where to go and what 
to do. It came down to a choice, on the one hand was journalism and on the other was philosophy. For a long time I 
convinced myself that journalism held the lion's share of the pros, mainly because I thought it would be my entrance 
to the working world. Over and over I asked myself the question that forms the title of this essay. After leaning one 
way for many uncertain months, the pendulum swung at the very last minute, and I decided to commit to the subject 
that first opened my eyes years before. I have always agreed that every qualification earned tends to cheapen the 
previous one earned. My GCSEs had only left me apathetic. It wasn't until after years of deliberation that I discovered 
a sincere commitment to learning, and that was because philosophy was at the core.

When I first began reading the subject, there was a well known Socratic quote that acted as a kind of consolation for 
when I felt bewildered by those big questions: "The unexamined life is not worth living"4. I don't think he meant that 
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we should subject our lives to constant analysis. I believe what he meant was that if we go our whole lives without 
ever giving at least a little thought to these fantastic questions available to every one of us, if we don't spend some 
time contemplating or discussing these concepts that our brains are evolved enough for us to handle, then we can't 
be said to have lived a life that reflects that unique capacity. In that sense philosophy is an assertion of superiority, 
but a humble one. It expresses how powerful our minds can be, but also how fragile our most cherished ideas are. It 
has value in itself because it requires the kind of thought that can only happen at that upper level of awareness 
privileged to our species; at the zenith of the intellect, so to speak. It is exercising the fullness of your humanity.

As for my experience at university, there's a unique feeling that often accompanies sitting in a philosophy lecture or 
discussing it in a seminar. Students may be bewildered by the convoluted language and abstract reasoning, but 
beneath all of that is usually a simple idea that is not so difficult to grasp. The answers to the questions brought up 
are often so familiar and personal to us that they feel impossible to analyse, but really, that's when the opportunity 
arises to be truly original. Confronting those concepts and beliefs can initially be intimidating, but the value of the 
exercise cannot be overstated, and it's in the group discussions that it comes alive. It's like stepping off of a ship 
when you have been raised on one all of your life. The ground feels more stable on the mainland but somehow more 
dangerous, because the possibilities become infinite. If all of this is done honestly and thoroughly then I think it can 
be nothing but enriching. If you'll permit one further metaphor, it becomes less like work and more like a journey 
down a rabbit hole, where by looking closely at the roots of our beliefs we can see how they're connected underneath 
the surface. Once that intrinsic value is understood, the value of the degree I think is self evident.
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