
PHILOSOPHY RULES 

"The Unexamined Life is Not Worth Living" - Socrates  
"The Unlived Life is Not Worth Examining" - Anon 

Karl Marx wrote: “The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the 
point however is to change it”. Yet in his writings Marx himself demonstrated that before we 
can change society, we must first understand it. And understanding will elude us unless we 
think about the ideas that have shaped and moulded it. For, make no mistake, the world of 
our making is governed by the thoughts we have had about it.  Even before Marx, in 1834 in 
his History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany, the German poet Heinrich Heine had 
written: “Note this, you proud men of action, you are nothing but the unconscious tools of 
the men of thought...thought precedes action as lightning precedes thunder”. And the subject 
that structures our thoughts  – and the history of our thoughts  – is philosophy, which is not 
only our system of values and beliefs but also the rational and critical analysis of those 
values and beliefs. In short, we have to begin with philosophy because the Northern Ireland 
Problem is all in people’s heads.  

Yet philosophy is almost feared in Ireland, a country whose literature has traditionally been 
biased heavily in favour of fiction. It is as if the Irish feel safer with made-up stories rather 
than direct probing of the realities of the human condition. This small island has an 
international reputation for imaginative writing but doesn’t rank anywhere in terms of its 
thinkers. George Berkeley, the only world renowned Irish philosopher, was a bishop whose 
philosophy was also an escape from reality, promoting as it did the notion that the external, 
material world doesn’t exist and that the things we perceive are simply collections of ideas 
put into our minds by God. On the other hand, the few more secular Irish philosophers, like 
John Toland and Francis Hutcheson, have been effectively erased from the Irish literary 
landscape. 

More generally, philosophers are often the butt of derision as ivory tower intellectuals 
divorced from the real world and engaged in word games, hair-splitting distinctions and 
empty theorising. The mocking story of Thales, the man often called ‘the father of 
philosophy’, recounts that he fell into a well because he was so busy looking up at the stars 
that he was oblivious to what lay at his feet. Socrates was ridiculed by the dramatist 
Aristophanes in his play The Clouds, where he depicts the philosopher as suspended in a 
basket, worshipping the clouds as goddesses and engaged in silly investigations such as 
measuring how many of its own feet a flea can jump. In the 17th century Francis Bacon 
criticised both Plato and Aristotle as being, according to his secretary Rawley, “only strong 
for disputations and contentions, but barren of the production of works for the benefit of 
the life of man”. 

It would also seem to many that philosophy has lost its relevance to the modern world. In a 
recent work, The Grand Design: New Answers to the Ultimate Questions of Life (Bantam, 
2010), Stephen Hawking bluntly declares that “Philosophy is dead”. He offers as a reason 
that it has not kept up with modern developments in science, particularly physics, and that 
scientists have become the bearers of the torch of discovery in our quest for knowledge. Nor 
is he alone among scientists. The cosmologist Lawrence Krauss told an interviewer in The 
Atlantic (23rd April 2012) that “philosophy used to be a field that had content, but then 
‘natural philosophy’ became physics, and physics has only continued to make inroads”. In 
short, “science progresses but philosophy doesn’t”. 
  



Yet Hawking and Krauss are mistaken, because philosophy governs our thinking about 
everything  – our ideas about truth, meaning, justice, beauty,  freedom... and science. 
Without philosophy, Hawking and Krauss would not be able to distinguish between 
scientific and non-scientific views of the world and they would lack the tools to discover 
scientific truths or to convince anyone else that they were worth the effort. Why should we 
seek the truth about the world anyway? As science advances, it throws up ever more 
philosophical questions. Indeed, virtually every scientific area of inquiry began with a 
question or an insight from a philosopher.  

Philosophy also governs our ethical values, and without them Hawking and Krauss would 
lack the sketch map to guide the ways in which they decide right and wrong and how they 
live their lives. Moral dilemmas surround us everywhere, both in our own little concerns and 
in the bigger world. Working out how to live a good, meaningful life is very different from 
understanding the meaning of quantum physics or evolution. Is it right to assist someone to 
die? Is abortion the murder of an innocent child? Is gay marriage wrong? When is it right, if 
ever, to kill or go to war? Also, without philosophy you and I cannot possibly hope to 
understand the Northern Ireland Problem or begin to find solutions to it. Whether it is 
science, ethics or politics, without philosophy we are flailing about helplessly without logic, 
consistency or direction. 

In his book The Problems of Philosophy, published in 1912, Bertrand Russell addressed the 
question of the value of philosophy and put it strongly: 

“The man who has no tincture of philosophy goes through life imprisoned in the prejudices 
derived from common sense, from the habitual beliefs of his age or his nation, and from 
convictions which have grown up in his mind without the co-operation or consent of his 
deliberate reason. To such a man the world tends to become definite, finite, obvious; 
common objects rouse no questions, and unfamiliar possibilities are contemptuously 
rejected”. But, he continued, as soon as we begin to philosophize, we find that we discover 
many possibilities which enlarge our thoughts and free them from ‘the tyranny of custom’. 
While diminishing our feeling of certainty as to what things are, it greatly increases our 
knowledge as to what they may be; it removes the arrogant dogmatism of those who have 
never travelled into the region of liberating doubt, and it keeps alive our sense of wonder by 
showing familiar things in an unfamiliar aspect. Above all, he concludes, “through the 
greatness of the universe which philosophy contemplates, the mind also is rendered great, 
and becomes capable of that union with the universe which constitutes its highest good”. 

There is, though, no single answer to the question: what is philosophy? According to 
Socrates, “wonder is the only beginning of philosophy”. The roots of the word are indeed 
Greek – philosophy, or ‘philosophia’, is literally 'love of wisdom'  – and it was allegedly 
coined by Pythagoras. But wisdom is an elusive goal. Perhaps we could say that philosophy 
is the search for this 'holy grail' called wisdom, and to find it we have to embark on a quest 
for the knowledge and understanding that will help us to grasp its essence. 

Of course, the world is awash with ideas, prejudices, beliefs, dogmas, half-truths, rumours, 
exaggerations, lies, slanders, hypocrisy, deceptions and self-deceptions. How do we 
distinguish truth from falsehood? Reality from myth? Reason from irrationality? Right from 
wrong? How can we be sure we are on the right track and acquiring real knowledge and 
understanding and not pursuing false trails or chasing chimeras? The only way to avoid 
these pitfalls is to be continually swimming against this tide of beliefs, questioning 
everything, assuming nothing. In other words, we have to think for ourselves and seek the 
truth in our own way. We have to be in a perpetual state of Cartesian doubt. This does not 



mean that we do not accept help and assistance, but it does mean that ultimately we alone 
are responsible for what we think and no one else.  

Martin Heidegger, former teacher and lover of Hannah Arendt, said that “thinking is a 
lonely business”. In a real sense, it is indeed a solitary path and it requires moral and 
intellectual courage to take it. For the desire to belong, to be one of the group, to find 
reassurance and support from others, is very strong. The process of socialisation is a series of 
powerful influences  – the home, peers, schools, churches, political parties, the media, and so 
on  – which impact on the individual's awareness and acceptance of his or her culture and its 
dominant beliefs. The dissenter may arouse disapproval, marginalisation or even ostracism, 
and in the face of such threats it requires a real strength of will to resist the crowd. But the 
philosopher has no alternative. Besides, thinking for yourself is a great liberation and 
therefore a source of individual pride. 

Does this mean that the philosopher is in the position described in Plato's Republic? The 
ordinary people, in Plato's view, are chained in a cave where they can only see the shadows 
or replicas of things. The philosopher, however, ascends from this shadow world to see 
things as they are best seen, and to see the sun. He alone is the wanderer above the seas of 
fog. But, alas, if he brings his vision back to the prisoners in the cave, as Socrates did, then he 
can only expect persecution for his pains because the people in the shadows will not 
understand him. For Plato, the solution is that the philosophers must also be the rulers, 
governing wisely with a view to maximising the happiness of the state as a whole. 

At least two problems arise here. One is the elitist view it ascribes to philosophy. It sets the 
philosopher apart as someone who is above life's trivialities or even as the 'enlightened one' 
or sage guru to whom the rest of humankind must defer. Secondly, and this relates to the first 
problem, it provides an opening for any priest, mystic or charlatan to claim that their vision 
is the true one. Indeed, most religions have 'holy men' who claim to have a hotline to their 
deity. 

Jesus is a paradigm case. When asked who was his favourite political philosopher, George 
Walker Bush replied, 'Jesus Christ', but we do not normally apply this label to the founder of 
Christianity. The Encyclopedia of Philosophy has no reference under 'Jesus' or 'Christ', 
though it does include one on 'Buddha'. A similar absence applies to The Oxford 
Companion to Philosophy: nothing on 'Jesus' or 'Christ' or 'Christianity' but an article on 
'Buddhist Philosophy'. Why is this so? Why, in the view of most professional philosophers, 
does Jesus not qualify as a philosopher? In answering this question we may discover what 
philosophy is about and why it is worth studying. 

If we read the words attributed to Jesus in the Gospels, we do not find a systematic, reasoned 
analysis of truth, knowledge, logic, the meaning of life or basic ethical principles, but what 
we are offered instead is a series of statements, so-called 'divine' judgments and parables. 
Rousseau said that if Socrates lived and died like a philosopher, Jesus lived and died like a 
god. That is the point: Jesus and his followers made claims far beyond any that a true 
philosopher would make. No true philosopher would presume to know the mind of a God, 
and no true philosopher would demand unquestioning faith in him. Indeed, throughout the 
Gospels there is an explicit rejection of reason in favour of faith. To say that men must 
become like little children or they will not enter the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 18:3) is to 
praise uncritical belief, and this is the precise opposite of philosophy. What renders a creed 
or ideology a 'philosophy' is that its proponents set out arguments for it and invite others to 
examine and debate the case. Otherwise, it is merely a dogma. So although in many respects 



Jesus was a rebel, it is not enough to go against the grain to be a philosopher. It is also 
necessary to reject faith in favour of reason. 

For what is faith if not irrational belief? And what is philosophy if not the rational pursuit of 
wisdom? Jesus did not seek wisdom; he claimed he already possessed it. Such arrogance 
contrasts with the genuine humility of the true philosopher. Indeed, this is precisely the 
reason why many Christians themselves would reject the label of philosopher as applied to 
Jesus. They would see it as lessening his importance. It would mean that he was no greater 
than Buddha, Confucius or Socrates, whereas they see Jesus as the Christ, the One who died 
and rose again so that we can be reconciled to God. As far as they are concerned, if people 
only believe in him as a philosopher, then they don't believe who he himself said he was, 
namely God incarnate. Believing in the philosophies of Confucius or Buddha, in this view, 
will not get you closer to God  – only Jesus can do that. Yet, here again, we discover another 
reason why Jesus is not a true philosopher, which is the fact that philosophers are not 
concerned whether people should believe in them and their special qualities, divine or 
otherwise, only that they should accept their ideas about truth and reality. A mystic like 
Jesus asks people to follow him; a philosopher merely asks us to agree with him. 

So what have we established so far? Philosophy is thinking for yourself, questioning 
orthodoxies, analysing concepts and ideas rationally and rejecting blind faith. But if these 
qualities are aspects of the tools or methodology of philosophy, what about its content? 
What is philosophy actually about? We could say that it is about almost anything related to 
us and our role in the universe, but at its deepest level it is about fundamental questions – 
the big themes. Why are we here? What is the ultimate nature of things? What does it mean 
to be human? What is right and wrong? Thomas Nagel calls his 'very short' introduction to 
Philosophy, What Does It All Mean?, and this sums up pretty well the essential 
preoccupation of the subject. 

In Sophie's World, that whimsical and ingenious novel which is also a history of philosophy, 
the Norwegian Jostein Gaarder encapsulates this primary purpose in the analogy of the 
magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat: 

"A lot of people experience the world with the same incredulity as when a magician 
suddenly pulls a rabbit out of a hat which has just been shown to them empty. In the case of 
the rabbit, we know the magician has tricked us. What we would like to know is how he did 
it. But when it comes to the world it's somewhat different. We know that the world is not all 
a sleight of hand and deception because we are in it, we are part of it. Actually we are the 
white rabbit being pulled out of the hat. The only difference between us and the white rabbit 
is that the rabbit does not realise it is taking part in a magic trick. Unlike us. We feel we are 
part of something mysterious and we would like to know how it all works... As far as the 
rabbit is concerned, it might be better to compare it with the whole universe. We who live 
here are microscopic insects existing deep down in the rabbit's fur. But philosophers are 
always trying to climb up the fine hairs of the fur in order to stare right into the magician's 
eyes". 

But suppose there is no magician, no hat and no rabbit? Does philosophy still explain the 
meaning of life? It certainly asks us to consider what we mean by that question. Are we 
asking what is life’s external purpose, its purpose being in a realm outside life and to which 
life leads? Yet here we are making a big assumption, namely that life HAS an external 
meaning. But if our existence is purely accidental and the universe is indifferent to us, then 
there is no external meaning to it and ‘the meaning of life’ is therefore internal to life and to 
be found in life’s various aspects and activities. To a philosopher, the meaning of life lies in 



the joys of philosophy, to a gardener the meaning of life lies in a beautiful garden. Alfred 
Adler thought that life only has meaning in relation to other people. He wrote: “Every 
human being strives for significance; but people always make mistakes if they do not see that 
their significance must consist in their contribution to the lives of others” (What Life Should 
Mean to You, Unwin books, 1962, p12).  

Of course, for the ‘practical man’, 'philosophising' is mere idle speculation, the kind of 
thinking that debates how many angels can dance on the head of a pin - a waste of mental 
energy, for no useful purpose. For him, the philosopher is an impractical, unworldly, lank-
haired eccentric who lives in an ivory tower littered with books  – a dreamer, not a doer. 
When he enters the real world to offer his contribution, all it seems to comprise is quibbles 
over the meanings of words without any  helpful conclusion. As far as the practical man is 
concerned, real expertise at doing something is far more desirable than any amount of 
theoretical knowledge. 

Marx, as have have seen, approached it in a slightly different, more political, fashion. The 
philosophers, he said, have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point however is 
to change it. In other words, for a radical who wants to make the world a better place, 
philosophy on its own is pretty useless because it leaves everything as it is. Yet Marx himself 
in his writings provided the world with a political philosophy that was anything but 
conservative and which did change the way people lived in many countries, for good or ill. 
Marx is the proof that ideas, whether right or wrong, do matter and do alter human 
behaviour. 

Despite the Peace Process, Northern Ireland clearly remains a deeply divided society. 
Unionists and nationalists fundamentally disagree over the very nature and existence of the 
state. Protestants and Catholics still quarrel over the meaning and practice of Christianity. 
Monarchists and republicans, as well as liberals and conservatives, clash over the structure 
of the constitution and the rights and duties of citizens. And so on. What is not so self-
evident is that, although these divisions are enacted every day by individuals on the public 
stage, they are actually ideological disputes. Keynes saw the truth and at the same time took 
a well-aimed swipe at the 'practical men' who have no time for matters of the mind:  

"The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when 
they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled 
by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be exempt from any intellectual 
influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear 
voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years 
back". 

Marx and Keynes were right: even if there is no external purpose to existence, we create our 
own purposes within life, within society, and we cannot go blindfold through this shared 
experience. What is truth? What is justice? What is freedom? What is equality? How do we 
structure the world in order to enhance these ideals? Philosophy is indispensable in this 
endeavour because it provides us with the tools and foundations for the task. For example, 
how can a state draw up a bill of rights without first reflecting on the meaning of rights and 
how they might conflict? How can we decide if our government or organisation should go to 
war if we have no idea in what circumstances war is actually justified? There is no escaping 
from ideas because they are what make us what we are, a species that can reflect on its own 
existence and look back at the past and forward into the future. Ulster proves Keynes correct 
– it is a society riven by conflicting ideas for which people have been prepared to kill each 
other over the years. 



It must all be very confusing to children. They are born in the middle of this age-old quarrel 
and are brought up in an environment that is largely on one side of the divide. A Catholic 
child is likely to be reared as Catholic, nationalist, republican and perhaps liberal, and attend 
a school where these values are promoted, whereas a Protestant child will probably be 
brought up as Protestant, unionist, monarchist and conservative and go to a school 
promoting this ethos. Children are thus labelled with a whole baggage of ideas and 
allegiances even before they have had time to think about them. 

Equally confusing must be the apparent elasticity of values in the wider world. Children 
observe all around them a widespread failure by many ‘model’ adults to live by a basic code 
of honesty, kindness, loyalty and decency.  They see city bankers awarding themselves huge 
bonuses while their bank is making losses and laying off staff or immorally manipulating 
interest rates; politicians blithely telling lies, breaking promises and fiddling their expenses; 
builders and planners offering bribes and back-handers; Christians failing to practise the 
love and tolerance that they preach; and celebrities and other public figures fronting charities 
while living in the lap of luxury and cheating on their partners.  

How do children see their way through all this conflict, confusion, self-interest, greed and 
hypocrisy? At present they cannot expect much help from schools, which are so preoccupied 
with exam results and treating children as statistics in league tables that they have largely 
lost sight of what education is about.  “A child”, wrote the French essayist Montaigne, “is 
not a vase to be filled, but a fire to be lit”. Yet, more than 400 years later, we are pouring 
more and more into an increasingly fragile vase which, even as it dampens the fires of 
curiosity and enthusiasm, is in danger of cracking under the strain. 

There is, however, one subject that underpins all political and ethical debate and that can 
help a child to navigate this moral morass. Yet in most schools it is avoided like the plague as 
too difficult, too abstract and too impractical. That subject is Philosophy itself. The benefits 
of Philosophy are numerous and profound.  For example, it promotes tolerance and open-
mindedness by increasing awareness of different perspectives. The French philosopher 
Descartes argued that childhood is where prejudices are born, which only Philosophy can 
overcome. It continually encourages the questioning of assumptions, a skill which is not only 
vital in work but also helps young people freely to seek the truth in their own way. 

Indeed, therein lies the key. The philosophical tradition, which embraces ethics and religions 
as well as logic, is essentially grounded in free inquiry. Thus UNESCO entitles one of its 
publications, Philosophy: A School of Freedom. It acknowledges a basic truth that morality, 
politics and religion should be discussed and argued openly, not dictated by authority or 
dogma. Today in more than 50 countries Philosophy is studied in schools at all levels. The 
United Kingdom, however, has no tradition of the compulsory teaching of the subject and 
study is minimal, except in Scotland where children as young as four are being taught 
Philosophy in several nursery schools. 

In Northern Ireland, Queen’s University recently introduced a new degree course on 
Philosophy, Politics and Economics. Yet the subject is almost totally absent from schools in 
the province. There is a strong argument for Religion, Philosophy and Ethics (RPE) to 
replace Religious Education as a core subject in Irish Schools. We are frequently being told 
that in terms of education Northern Ireland is top of the class. But this is clearly one area 
where it lags far behind even many Third World countries where access to education is not 
open to all. The fact is that Religion, Philosophy and Ethics classes might help us to 
understand and tolerate one another better and even to see beyond the ideologies of Orange 



and Green. To return to Montaigne, in his essay On Education he wrote: “Since philosophy 
is the art which teaches us how to live, and since children need to learn it as much as we do 
at other ages, why do we not instruct them in it?” Why not, indeed.      
  
Of course, ideas can be used for destructive purposes. The 20th century witnessed the 
nemesis of the ideologies of nationalism and communism. To quote Simon Blackburn in his 
excellent introduction to philosophy called, simply, Think: 

"In the end, it is ideas for which people kill each other. It is because of ideas about what the 
others are like, or who we are, or what our interests or rights require, that we go to war, or 
oppress others with a good conscience, or even sometimes acquiesce in our own oppression 
by others". 

So it is important to adopt a sceptical, yet open-minded approach to the world and its 
systems of thought. If we want to create a better society for ourselves and future generations, 
then we must first strip bare the layers of false ideologies and values which have achieved 
hegemony thus far. To create a more loving and caring environment, we need first to 
understand the unloving and uncaring nature of reality. And we cannot achieve this aim 
without the tools of philosophy. 

In this short chapter, we have outlined only some of the uses of philosophy. Until now we 
have said nothing of the argument that it is the ultimate transferable work skill because it: 

. helps us to assimilate and understand complex ideas; 

. helps to develop an ability to research a topic; 

. helps us to criticise the propositions in others' arguments;  

. teaches us to question orthodoxies; 

. teaches us to assert our own ideas; 

. teaches us to be creative and novel in solving problems; 

. helps us to communicate ideas clearly; 

. helps us to construct rational and persuasive arguments; 

. helps us to formulate and articulate well-constructed essays. 

In other words, philosophy improves thinking and communication skills. Research from 
Dundee University suggests that learning Philosophy raises children’s IQ by up to 6.5 points 
and improves their emotional intelligence. It helps us to analyse concepts, definitions, 
arguments and problems, to think more clearly and critically, and to develop oral and 
written expression. 

In a purely practical sense, the skill that gives many job applicants the winning edge is a 
capacity for independent and critical thinking. It is this quality, above all, that an increasing 
number of employers are looking for. As a result, in the US the number of philosophy 
graduates increased by 5% a year during the 1990s, even though only a very few went on to 
become professional philosophers. Their employability at 98.9% is impressive by any 
standard. 

Nor have we said anything about philosophy as a pleasure in itself. "Seek ye first the good 
things of the mind and the rest will either be supplied or its loss will not be felt", wrote 
Francis Bacon. The satisfaction of thinking clearly, the joy of discovery, the pleasure of seeing 
through hypocrisy and bullshit, and the contentment that comes from controlling our 
passions by our reason are all part of philosophy's rich rewards. 



Boethius was a consul in ancient Rome under the emperor Theodoric. He fell from favour 
and was imprisoned and eventually executed for suspicion of plotting against the emperor. In 
prison he wrote The Consolation of Philosophy, one of the most interesting examples of 
prison literature the world has ever seen. It is a dialogue between Philosophy and Boethius, 
in which the Queen of the Sciences strives to console the fallen statesman. The main 
argument of the discourse is the transitoriness and unreality of all earthly greatness and the 
superior desirability of the things of the mind. Philosophy in the form of a woman sings to 
Boethius: 

"Though thunderous winds resound 
And churn the seething sea, 
Hidden away in peace 
And sure of your strong-built walls, 
You will lead a life serene 
And smile at the raging storm". 

Philosophy helps us to learn to chortle at human foibles, to laugh in the face of the 
inevitable, and to smile even at the finality of death itself. Yet at the same time it also 
provides us with the tools to understand the world and make it a better place in which to 
live.


