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What is the good of your discipline? Dimitar Milanov

Dimitar Milanov

As a consequence of the financial crisis the public sector of the United Kingdom has been hit by severe budget cuts. 
Universities make no exception. The scarcity of funds requires spending to be rethought, this is clear, but the 
problem is where to cut? Reducing administrative and running costs cannot alone close the newly created gap so the 
question is which part of the academia is to be affected? Following the recent restructuring and loss of a number of 
tenured positions at department of philosophy at King's College London (Morgan, 2010) it seems that philosophy 
may be a particular target.

Apart from this fact, I submit, there is a gross misunderstanding of what are the merits of philosophy by the general 
public (Cropper, 1997). If you ask any philosophy student the chances that at some point in their studies they have 
been asked by the people around them the question 'What can you do with your degree?' is extremely high. This is a 
purely practical question, related to professional development after one graduates but it is a fragment of the bigger 
question - Why study philosophy? What is the value of the discipline?

In this paper I am going to explore these questions and conclude that philosophy is, indeed, valuable. In order to 
initiate the discussion I need to clarify what is my understanding of the term value when it comes to higher education. 
I consider the question "what is the value of your discipline?" as one that can be posed to any discipline.

Therefore, my analysis will begin with a general overview of the purpose of undergraduate degrees in their totality for 
both individuals and society in general. I will limit my enquiry to undergraduate degrees because they are the 
foundation stones for all advanced and professional degrees. Furthermore, they are the least specialised. 
Consequently, I will turn to see how philosophy fits in this model.

Why do we pursue higher education degrees at all? Many people will give an obvious answer - university education 
is a minimum requirement in order to secure a competitive, highly qualified and well paid job. Others will respond that 
they just decided to study a particular subject because they find it interesting and intellectually rewording. Another 
plausible answer states that university education just broadens your horizons and develops a good level of critical 
reasoning which is vital for both personal and professional success throughout our lives.

I think all these answers are correct. In this light, I would like to categorise the benefits that the individual, on one 
hand, and society, on the other, receive from university education. First, I would like to talk about pragmatic benefits. 
By pragmatic benefits, I understand all the benefits that are enhancing the career prospectuses and skills of the 
undergraduate student. During their degrees, students learn how to do high quality research, write various kinds of 
texts and solve complex problems. All of these skills are transferable, meaning that they are applicable across all 
careers. Additionally, many university degrees give specific skills for a particular career - law, business, economics 
among others.
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Second, there are personal or satisfaction benefits. When one goes to university, in most cases, one chooses to 
study a topic of their interest. Hence, they receive a great deal of satisfaction and enjoyment by doing the degree 
they chose.

Apart from professional success and personal satisfaction I find the third component of my analysis particularly 
important. The process of learning, by itself, creates two specific character traits in university graduates. First, it 
broadens their knowledge about the world. Second, it creates a life long interest in learning. I submit, that the 
combination of these two factors shape individuals to be more open minded to new ideas. Furthermore, they have a 
higher level of conciousness about their own lives and the ever changing world around them. I think that this 
enhances their ability to reflect on their own lives, on one hand, and on the world on the other. Ultimately, they the 
better equipped to interact with society and the world as a whole.

I think it is clear how these benefit the individual. The pragmatics help you succeed in your career, personal benefits 
make you happy and having knowledge opens the mind for a better communication with society and the world. When 
applied to society as a whole the benefits stand out too. First, the practical skills we receive from our higher 
education provide a highly skilled, educated workforce which is good for the economy. Second, knowledgeable 
people tend to be the driving force of social, economic, technological and political innovation all of which leads to 
substantial, mainly positive, changes for all members of society. I will not analyse how personal satisfaction of the 
individual affects society because I consider it a highly intimate state of mind the relation of which to the whole of 
society is unclear.

So how does philosophy fit in this model? In order to answer this question one needs, firstly, to define what 
philosophy is. Although there is no consensus among philosophers on the matter, instead, I will present my personal 
view. To do philosophy is to try and gain systematised knowledge about the world. We do this by trying to define 
concepts which will provide answers to a variety of questions we have about the world. Do animals have rights? Do 
we have a soul distinct from our bodies? How come we have justification for knowledge? The methods used for this 
task are particularly important. Philosophers use logic in order to present their arguments in a clear and concise 
manner. Ultimately, for me, to do philosophy is to use rigorous, structured argumentative techniques in order to 
achieve some level of understanding of how the world works. The process of philosophising as a whole drives us to 
question basic assumptions and intuitions we have about the world.

In this light, I think will start exploring how philosophy is beneficiary to the individual and society. I will talk about 
benefits in the sense that philosophy gives you practical skills for any future career, it enhances you knowledge about 
the world widely and for certain people philosophising brings a special kind of satisfaction.

Philosophy is commonly attacked because it is said to lack practical skills that one can apply in a future career 
(Shepherd, 2007). When you think about it, philosophy students do not receive knowledge applicable to any 
particular career like students of other disciplines which are vocational. Pharmacy students pursue their studies in 
order to receive the training to work in that particular field, the same can be applied to business studies, law or the 
sciences. How can arguing about issues so abstract as metaphysical questions grant you the skills needed to 
succeed?

I think this common assumption is false because it looks for professional skills in the wrong place. What is called 
skills in the previous paragraph I call vocational knowledge. It is concrete knowledge of how a particular part of the 
physical world or society works. What students of philosophy have is something quite different. When one does 
philosophy one uses the methods of philosophical reasoning. These methods - critical thinking, logical reasoning, 
questioning assumptions, rigorous argumentation and argumentative structure give philosophy students skills which 
are applicable to any career. Thus, philosophy students can analyse concepts which are unknown to them, dismantle 
them to their parts and separate the essential properties or characteristics from the non essential ones. Philosophy 
students can easily find logical fallacies and inconsistencies in any concept.

Apart from the applicability to many fields I deem these skills particularly valuable in the 21st century. There are 
many careers for which there is no vocational education whatsoever. In conjunction with the fast pace of social and 
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technological innovation these lead to an ever changing work environment. In such an environment, in which people 
change careers frequently, it makes sense to have these transferable skills and opt for philosophy as your education 
of choice (Hu, 2008). Furthermore, the open mindedness that philosophy develops give students the ability to "think 
out of the box" and take a different approach towards solving problems in a variety of areas (Shepherd, 2007). A 
good empirical example of all these qualities is the fact that philosophy students are only surpassed in their scores by 
mathematicians when taking the Law School Admission Test in the United States (Hu, 2008).

After dealing with the practical side of the problem I will move to explore its personal satisfaction side. I think 
philosophy has a certain special charm. Generally, students doing philosophy enjoy it and never look back. I will 
provide support for this bold claim by citing a great number of students doing philosophy (Cropper, 1997) some of 
which I have the pleasure to have debated with. Many of them leave university with something much more then a 
degree, they leave with a higher degree of self awareness and a substantial change of their attitude towards the 
world and their belief system. As philosophy questions our intuitions, many philosophy students change their world 
views because they study and criticise the works of the great minds from Plato to Descartes and contemporaries like 
Peter Singer and Robert Nozick. Do you believe that animals have rights? It may turn out that there is no rational 
basis for your intuition. Do you think that people possess self ownership? Or even, do we have a good argument for 
the existence of God? Investigating all these questions help one to mature or even change his or hers world view.

I will conclude my inquiry by exploring the last benefit I talked about earlier. If having knowledge about the world is 
beneficial to the individual and society, then philosophy is an extremely good in providing a wide scope of such 
knowledge. This is so because philosophy is interrelated with many other disciplines from the social and physical 
sciences. When genetics discovers that we can modify the genes of unborn babies philosophy asks if this is the right 
thing to do. When physics argues that time travel is conceivable philosophy asks how this will effect the processes of 
causation in our past to change the present. When political scientists argue about the structure of democratic 
institutions, philosophers ask what is the justification for their authority. All these are some examples of the wide 
range of questions asked by philosophers. Students study some of them in the different subfileds of philosophy - 
philosophy of science, religion, law, political philosophy, metaphysics and others.

In conclusion I will say that philosophy has value because it provides both professional and personal benefits with a 
vast knowledge about the world that surrounds us. I would like to add a personal note to this and say that I really 
enjoy doing philosophy. It gives me intellectual stimulus and satisfaction. Furthermore, I think that my way of 
reasoning has changed in a drastic way since I first started studying philosophy. I am much more sceptical about 
what I observe and read. The argumentative techniques of philosophy helped me to clear my view and discern good 
propositions from bad ones. To everyone who asks if they should do the ancient subject I say - yes by all means. 
You will enjoy it and it will change your life.
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