Can Philosophy Serve a High Purpose

Despite Being held in Low Regard by Many?
Philosophy: love of wis​dom; the knowledge or in​vestigation of ulti​mate reality; a particular system of philos​ophical principles.

In the preface to the Phenomenol​ogy of Spirit Hegel tells us that his aim is to do what he can to enable philos​ophy to cease being call​ed love of wis​dom, and become real knowl​edge.
Since the modern world began in the sixteenth century, nobody’s system of philosophy has really corresponded to everybody’s sense of reality; to what, if left to themselves, common men would call common sense. Each started with a paradox; a peculiar point of view demanding the sacrifice of what they would call a sane point of view. That is the one thing common to Hobbes and Hegel, to Kant and Bergson, to Berkeley and William James. A man had to believe something that no normal man would believe, if it were suddenly propounded to his simplicity; as that law is above right, or right is outside reason, or things are only as we think them, or everything is rela​tive to a reality that is not there. The modern philosopher claims, like a sort of confidence man, that if once we will grant him this, the rest will be easy; he will straighten out the world, if once he is allowed to give this one twist to the mind.
G. K. Chesterton
All the things we need to be certain about to pursue philosophy can only be accept​ed as common sense; things like being, knowl​edge, truth and freedom.
The first requirement of philosophy is that you have to be certain of some​thing; and the first thing you have to be certain of is the possibility of know​ledge.  If you ask “Can we know some​thing?”—or to put it in philosophical jargon, “Is the primary act of re​cog​nition of any reality real?”—you must ans​wer yes.  If you answer no, you disqualify your​self for philosophy.

While admitting that doubt is possible with regard to all our common knowl​edge, we must neverthe​less accept that knowledge in the main if philos​ophy is to be possible at all. There is not any superfine brand of knowledge, obtain​able by the philosopher, which can give us a standpoint from which to criticize the whole of the knowledge of daily life. The most that can be done is to exa​mine and purify our common knowledge by an internal scrutiny, assuming the canons by which it has been obtained, and applying them with more care and with more precision. Philosophy cannot boast of having achieved such a degree of certainty that it can have authority to condemn the facts of experience and the laws of science. The philo​s​ophic scrutiny, therefore, though sceptical in regard to every detail, is not sceptical as regards the whole.
Bertrand Russell
If science may be said to be blind without philosophy, it is true also that philo​sophy is virtually empty without science... What confronts the philos​opher...is the task of clarifying the concepts of contemporary science. But for him to be able to achieve this, it is essential that he should understand science. If he is incapable of understanding the propositions of any science, then he is unable to fulfil the philos​opher’s function in the advancement of our knowl​edge. For he is unable to define the symbols which, most of all, require to be made clear.  It is indeed misleading to draw a sharp distinc​tion, as we have been doing, between philosophy and science. What we should rather do is to dis​tinguish between the speculative and the logical aspects of science, and assert that philosophy must develop into the logic of science. That is to say, we distinguish between the activity of formulating hypotheses, and the activity of displaying the logical relationship of these hypotheses and defining the symbols which occur in them. It is of no impor​tance whether we call one who is engaged in the latter activity a philos​opher or a scientist. What we must recognise is that it is necessary for a philosopher to become a scientist, in this sense, if he is to make any substantial contribution towards the growth of human knowledge.
A. J. Ayer 
(from Language Truth and Logic, 1936)

Philosophy is radically different from the sciences. The ques​tions which science asks can all, in principle, be fully answered, or at any rate they are not unan​swerable in prin​ciple.  A philosophical ques​tion, on the other hand, can never be finally answered and dispos​ed of—for instance “what is this, ultimately?” or “what is illness?” or “what is knowledge?” or “what is man?”

Josef Pieper
Wonder and philosophy are related in a far more essential way than might be suppos​ed from the saying that ‘wonder is the begin​n​ing of philo​s​ophy.’  Wonder is not just the starting point of philosophy in the sense of a prelude or preface.  Wonder is the lasting source as well as the origin of philosophy.  The philosopher does not cease ‘won​dering’ at a certain point in his philos​ophiz​ing; he does not cease to wonder unless, of course, he ceases to philosophize in the true sense of the word.
Josef Pieper
Thoughts about Philosophy
Bishop Berkeley destroyed this world in one volume octavo; and nothing rem​ain​ed, after his time, but mind; which ex​peri​enced a similar fate from the hand of Mr. Hume in 1737.
Sydney Smith
For my part, I find in the most modern thought a corrosive solvent of the great systems of even the recent past, and I do not believe that the constructive efforts of present‑day philos​ophers and men of science have anything approach​​ing the validity that attaches to their destructive criticism.

Bertrand Russell
*
Both morality and art take their marching or​ders from philos​ophy, either directly or indir​ectly.

It is a great advantage for a system of philos​ophy to be substan​tially true.

George Santayana
Many philosophers reject the au​thority of experience (and there​fore of com​mon sense) and substi​tute the authority of thought.

The famous cogito ergo sum—”I think, therefore I am”—does not carry the math​ema​t​ical certainty that Descartes attri​buted to it.  The sceptical exercises by which he chal​lenged our common-place per​cep​tions and the familiar propositions of our common sense cannot be brought to a halt so easily.  If we follow in Descartes’ foot​steps, rigor​ously demanding absolute cer​tainty, we will end with accepting the reali​ty, not of an enduring think​ing subject, but of something far “thinner” and much less satisfying—a moment of isolated sensation, of truncated consciousness.
*
Metaphysics is the only thor​oughly emo​tional thing.



G. K. Chesterton
Every philosopher is a man of faith.  He needs faith to believe in the foun​dations of his own philosophy.
*
No philosophical ques​tion can be answered with complete finality.

Josef Pieper
Philosophy cannot fully compre​hend its objects.
*
One of the chief func​tions of philo​sophy is to remind us of the shallow​ness of our under​stand​ing of things and the massive back​ground of our ignor​ance.

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, / Than are dreamt of in your philo​sophy.
Hamlet (Hamlet)
*
Philosophy is not a short cut to the same kind of results as those of the other sciences: if it is to be a genuine study, it must have a province of its own, and aim at results which the other sciences can neither prove nor disprove.

Bertrand Russell
*
Philosophy is the search for truth in the reasonable expectation of finding some.
Hilaire Belloc
The two most famous philosophers of the twentieth century in the English speaking world were Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Witt​genstein.  In 1911 the 39 year old Russell tried to get the 22 year old Wittgenstein to consider the proposi​tion: There is no hippo​potamus in this room at present.  When Wittg​enstein refused to believe this Russell looked under all the desks without finding one.  Neverthe​less, Wittgenstein remained uncon​vinced.
*
Philosophy should hinder and resist the natural craving of the human spirit for a clear, trans​par​ent and definite system.
Josef Pieper
A complete and closed ‘system’ of philos​ophy is not possible. The claim to expound the world in a formula, or to have a system with which to explain the world, is quite simply unphilosophic or pseudo-philos​ophy.
*
The attempt to demonstrate by purely intellectual processes the truth of any particular philosophy is absolutely hopeless.

Every philosophical position has its own diffi​culties. The question one must decide is not whether the answers to the difficulties of some particular philos​ophy are complete​ly satisfying, but whether they are more satisfying than the answers to the difficulties inherent in alternative philos​ophies.
*
There is no such thing as a philos​ophy which does not receive its im​pulse and impetus from a prior and uncritically accep​ted inter​pre​ta​tion of the world as a whole.

Knowledge came down to us like a flame of light, as a gift from the Gods, I am con​vinc​ed, brought to us by the hand of some un​known Prometheus from a divine source—and the an​cients, being better than we are, and nearer to the Gods, handed this tradition down to us.
Plato
There is nothing so absurd but some philos​oph​er has said it.



Cicero
I create myself: my being by my thought, my thought by thought itself.

Johann Gottlieb Fichte
There is only one thing a philos​opher can be relied on to do, and that is to contra​dict other philosoph​ers.
William James
Philosophy consists largely of one philo​s​opher arguing that all others are jack​asses.  He usual​ly proves it, and I should add that he also usu​ally proves that he is one himself.
H. L. Mencken
To philosophize means to look at reality in such a way that things are the measure and the soul is exclusively recep​tive.

When he who hears does not know what he who speaks means, and when he who speaks does not know what he himself means—that is philos​ophy.

Voltaire
*
What can be rationally believ​ed de​pends on one’s philosophy.  But a philos​ophy cannot be founded on reason, it can only be founded on faith or com​mon sense.  And faith and com​mon sense dif​fer in con​text rather than in kind.

A person who believes in unal​ter​able natural law can’t believe in any mir​acle in any age.  A person who believes in a will behind law can believe in any miracle in any age.
G. K. Chesterton
