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In this paper | will discuss three related thesbsua the possible roles of the
philosopher in public life: (1) He tries to makense of the world; (2) he tries to
educate people to appreciate true values; andgyiticizes his own time in light of
ideals of practical reason.

| want to begin by stating two personal beliefs a@ning philosophy. For me the
philosopher is a thinker knowingly striving for thenpossible, a wisdom or an
understanding that matters to all people, but whigmever given, never totally
available Anyone who is seriously engaged in pbijbdgcal reflection is thus trying to
fulfill a task that goes beyond what he can acyuathieve. This is the first belief.

The second is this: We live in a human world wheege is a desperate need for the
practice of philosophy, a world which is characed by a metaphysical vacuum,
which people are trying to fill with all kinds ofiéas or beliefs without being truly
satisfied and without being able to find guidantenatters of philosophical concern.

This is no news to you: Since the days of SocramesPlato philosophers have been
striving for the metaphysical wisdom that is soiobsgly lacking in our human world.
But the situation and cultural conditions of huntié® have varied from one period to
the next in the course of history. And in our timesen the world is heading towards
what is called “internationalisation” or “globaligan”, people are asking more and
more what they should believe about reality andualiee ground upon which they can
stand as thinking, responsible human beings. Thehecrisis is making the questioning
even more acute

In this context the question about the role of ghdosopher in public life becomes

also more important. How shall we, who are engaigeghilosophical activity of
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reflection and conceptual analysis, conceive of migsion? What is or should be the
task of philosophers in the puzzling times in whiah live? How shall we speak about
our mission, and how shall we accomplish it?

It goes without saying that | do not pretend toéhawy definate answers to these
questions. But | think that they need to be raised discussed. Of course, these
discussions may only be theoretical and may notgbabout any real change in the
development of philosophy as an academic actiBiyt they may also be of great
practical importance and may give a new meaninthéopractice of philosophy, not
only within the departments of philosophy in ounvemsities or schools, but also in
public debates where the great issues of our tneéeaing discussed and decided.

As | see it, philosophy has to go public in a mugtier sense than it has done so far.
By this | mean both that people educated in phpbgcshould participate more actively
in the public debates and that philosophical idead theories should be taken more
into account when people are discussing mattemiblic interests. Philosophy should
not only concern specialists in logic, ethics, ggm®logy, and metaphysics, but all
people who seriously want to reflect upon the wadit reveals itself in the public
domain — in the media, in the business community, ah course, on the political and
legal scene, where every issue of human life caorteght to public awareness.

Why do | say this? Why do | have such a strongebeh the public function of
philosophy? My answer is this: Anyone engaged inlopbphy is trying to say
something about the world that is of universal esdind should matter to every thinking
being. And this concerns also people participaitinipe public domain. They should be
expressing themselves, as thinking human beingklitog upon their own reason — not
in the name of an established science or speci@itycourse, public discourse should
take into account knowledge of all kinds, but iscern is the meaning of everything
and the understanding of ourselves as individuakihg beings, facing the mysteries
and the unresolved issues of human existence. Aidspphy is directly concerned
with this dimension of meaning by its effort of iifging concepts and ideas. This is

precisely what is most needed when the meaningvahe of everything is put into
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guestion and people are asking desperately fositted can guide them, or, if you like,
for reasons to live by, reasons which enable theinet free and responsible for their
own thoughts and decisions. They know that teclgyoblnd the virtual reality which it
generates continuously in our daily life does naivle us with reasons of this sort,
that this strange “reality” is not “the meaningliéé” in itself.

The question, of course, may arise whether it israligion rather than philosophy
that ought to provide guidance in dealing with theestions concerning the ultimate
meaning of life. But the difference between religiand philosophy, from my present
perspective, is rather obvious: Philosophy is a wéyseeking answers about the
meaning and grounds for our existence, it doespnotide the answers as religions
usually aspire to do. As it is, it is not answérattwe need, but rather a way of escaping
from the various purported answers to our ultingatestions in order to free ourselves
to think and reflect about the world. In fact, th@minant technology of our age plays
the role of an all-encompassing religion, tellirggwhat matters and what does not. It
tells us that there is nothing to worry about, nfyowe concentrate on doing what we
can — instead of being critical and trying to ththings out for ourselves.

There are several difficulties that have to be cosre if philosophy is to go public in
the way | am suggesting — as a critical and reflecscrutiny of the reasons and
grounds for our existence in order to make us nresponsible and free in our
decisions. These difficulties are all concernecduwilite public image of the philosopher.
But let me tell you immediately that the difficelé | have in mind are all healthy for
the prosperous development of philosophy. Theynatea hindrance for philosophical
thinking. Rather, they are a constant challengetferphilosophers who want to fulfill
their mission.

For the reminder of this paper | shall be dealinthveome aspects of this public

image and some classical beliefs or prejudicesat®attached to it.

Before | present my main argument, let us considea while the man who has

contributed more than anybody else to the publiagenof the philosopher, namely
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Socrated: If one wants to know what it is to be a philosaphed what philosophers
do, nothing is more appropriate than interprethgyitnage that history has preserved of
him. | want to concentrate on three aspects ofédest life as a philosopher.

In the first place, Socrates’ life was dedicatedhe search for true wisdom — the
wisdom which frees the soul from the bounds of rgnce and arrogance and shows the
reality as it is, beyond whatever may seem to usuincontingent and insecure daily
existence. Socrates believed in the reality of misdvhich can take us beyond our
present situation and direct us towards a highalitye— a realm of greater meaning.
But such wisdom is an ideal, a goal, perhaps andlreaertainly not a fact or a means to
something else.

In the second place, Socrates developed a methtid which to search for the
understanding of concepts and to find reasons torbeliefs. This is the method of
critical dialogue or dialectics, where one asks questions and gives answers omjgtt
nearer to what is true and right. So understoodlediic is the opposite of rhetoric
where people argue in order to overcome an oppar&htonvince others that they are
right, whether or not they have valid argument®ffer. The method of question and
answer in a friendly dialogue has proved to be ohthe most powerful educational
means that has been discovered.

In the third place, Socrates shows us an attitudeé a way of life that are
characterised byeflection, coherence and peace of mind. Let us look more closely at
these three characteristics.

We should reflect before believing or deciding &iryg. We should be coherent both
in word and deed, and should face whatever happéthsa calm mind. Reflection,
coherence and peace of mind have been the crimrixharacteristics of the
philosopher’s attitude towards life and realityc@nSocrate’s time. But they are far

from being established once and for all: Quitedtwetrary!

1J6hannes Geir: “You are becoming more and moreSirates!”
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Behindreflection lies a profound wonder about the world and abowself, which
pervades and dominates the mind. Philosophicaatdin is an effort to orient oneself
in a world of thought where wonder is the supreuaierr

Behind coherence lies an awareness of the contradictions that nthkenselves
continously felt in speech, thought and action andeed, characterize all of human
life: A permanent struggle is required in order farm consistant thoughts and
meaningful forms of life.

Behind peace of mind lie insecurity and uncertainty about the desting avhat life
may become in the end — an uncertainty which fills mind with anguish and worry.
Philosophical peace of mind is the art of beingorefied with incertitude: to let it
stimulate us to a more developed conciousness mtingethe puzzling aspects of
reality which we have not yet grasped, and willhags never grasp.

With these observations in mind, we may say thatpthilosopher is the one who, by
means of the critical dialogue, directs his stefib veflexion, calmness and coherence

towards greater understanding and wisdom.

| shall now turn to th@ublic image of the philosopher and see how he may fulfill his
mission by acting in accordance with it. The argotmeill be as follows: | will make
three statements about the role of the philosopferach of these statements | shall
present a critical reaction in the spirit of comnsmnse. | shall then discuss in which
ways this critical reaction is misguided and howaat philosophy may guide us along
our insecure path towards the ultimate groundsuofaistence and help us to solve the
practical problems of life.

The statements are these: (1) The philosopherttriesake sense of the world; (2) he
tries to educate people to appreciate the trueesaknd (3) he criticizes his own time in
the light of ideals of practical reason.

It goes without saying that these statements do desicribe everything that
philosophers do. | believe that everybody who pecastphilosophy must describe in his

own words what he or she is doing. Neverthelesqéson, who is doing philosophy,
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is always saying to herself something like this:nded to make it clear to myself
whether it is possible to think and talk about therld in an orderly fashion.” Each
philosopher reacts to this challenge in his ordven personal way and puts himself or

herself on the line in this attempt.

My fictive philosopher — the one | am imaginingiig public role or image — says to
himself in the first placel want to make sense of reality and communicate my
understanding of the world to others. He says: “I want to think things out for myself
and not let anybody else tell me what to believd, find out with my own reflexion
and discussions with others what, if anything, audtd believe about reality. And this
shall be my main preoccupation, because this is whly matters: To find out what
makes our human world as it is, why reality appé¢anss as it does, and why | am the
being that | am or feel that | am. And | will Inand act in accordance with what | find
out. | may find out that there are things aboutwioeld which are worth believing, e.g.
that there is an almighty God who rules everythimgthat the world is made out of
meaningless matter which has organised itself bgncé into solar systems and
conscious brains. And afterwards | will be a kifddogmatic philosopher, trying to
teach to others what | believe | have discoveremliamyself and about the worl@r |
may find out that | really know nothing about thend except that it seems to exist
independently of my mind, although | lack the memprove that it does. And in that
case | will become a kind of sceptic, trying to coumicate to others how silly they are
when they believe all kinds of nonsense about theda2

Let us ponder this speech of our public philosophieris in his own way trying to
fulfill his mission of being true to himself in gehing for the ultimate wisdom about
the world, just like Socrates. He believes in swigdom, whether or not he can find it:
The truth of the sceptic is no less universal titlaa truth of the dogmatic — and

Socrates, as we all know, vascilliated betweentit® In both cases, truth is what

2| a sagesse des modernes as an exemple!



matters, the truth about the world and what casae or known about it. And in both
cases, the philosopher — the one | am talking abofatls to convince us, ordinary
people, that he has discovered, or will ever discoa higher truth about the world.

Here we confront common sense: No philosopher faraas | know as an ordinary
human being — has discovered either the truth atsmutvorld or the truth about his
own possibilities for discovering the truth. Thewattempt to discover the truth about
the world and the ground or basis of our knowledgén the end, like trying to carry
sunshine in a bucket. Or perhaps it is even wdraa that: a pure vanity, a pretense
which is deceiving, if it is taken too seriously, i often is. This pretense may even be
analysed as a kind of sickness of rational thougdstliting from a confusion between
different forms of thinking, generating words omcepts that have no clear meaning or
reference, and thus giving birth to mysterioustmsilike substance, spirit, the will to
power, subject, object, difference, being, and so-centities wich have no place in
ordinary, rational discourse, but are produced,etiugiess, by men who are not
considered to be actually insade.

The conclusion is inevitable. The attempt of ouilqdopher, who wants to make
sense of the world, is nothing but vanity. Commense tells us that there are no
definite conclusions to be drawn about the ultingreunds of our existence, and that
any attempt to discover such grounds is like adgtl game which we ultimately
outgrow, as Callikles pointed out to Socrates mgegrs agdt

How do we react to this presumptuous conclusioeashmon sense? | shall make

three remarks:

3 My daughter, at the age of twelve, asked me: “Vithahilosophy?” And seeing me hesitate, responded
to her own question by asking: “Is it not just angawith non-objective words, words that do not irébe
anything we can see or touch or smell?” She wade®iolg critical, only observant. Her answer has
stayed with me as the best one | have so far disedv She did not consider this to be a negativerk,

and neither do |. But in our daily lives, where dealings are with things we can perceive andd@iin

as being the definite objects of our thoughts, diservation gains a powerful critical function:
Philosophy isiot concerned with things that matter in our concreétdly lives, where serious practical
issues — even issues of life and death — are dieidevery moment. Words like “truth”, “justice”,
“freedom” — not to mention “transcendantal”, or ‘taghysical” — may simply sound empty and self-
deceived.

4Gorgias s. 116-117.



(1) The effort “to make sense of the world” mayaed seem to be a vain enterprise,
at least to those who are not seriously engagédBut it is this very same attempt that
has produced scientific knowledge and organisedvtr®us sciences and practical
disciplines into a systematic whole. And whenewerindividual scientist is working at
the edge of established scientific knowledge, ha ifact doing philosophical work,
trying to make sense of phenomena he still doesmaérstand but is desperately trying
to grasp. And in doing so he is bound to produse cencepts and ideas which, at least
at first, appear strange and perhaps even empiy.|ddds to my second remark.

(2) Philosophy as an effort to understanding theldvand to find ultimate reasons
for everything, has shaped and nourished commoses@moviding it with all kinds of
ideas, concepts and theories. Even these commaniswordea, concept, theory — are
filled with philosophical content, whether peopéslize it or not. The common-sense
critique of philosophy is made possible by phildspjitself, as Aristotles pointed out
some 2400 years ago. This leads to my third remark.

(3) The main role of philosophy in public life hasce the days of Socrates, been to
preach the importance of critical thinking andrptb get people to practice it. To get
them, in other words, to confront their own delasioconvictions, beliefs and ideas
which they make use of without thinking about wkiay truly mean and why they
should have them. Of course, common sense has sikeaisted this Socratic teaching
because critical thinking requires an effort antlaining which we do not necessarily

desire; so there is always a lot for philosophesal

Let us now turn to the second statemdihie philosopher tries to educate people to
see the true values. | do not need to spend much time on this pubhade of the
philosopher, because this is the familiar, basicgage of Socrates. The practice of
philosophy — the effort to discuss everything ircréical manner — is intended to
educate us and to lead us to discover what trulyemsa The practice of philosophy and
its message are one and the same thing! We shaldelieve what we are told,

without first trying to find out whether or notig true. We must seek the truth, and be
8



honest and just, in all our thoughts and actiorige Tighest values in life are to be
found in connection with understanding and justiod also the friendship that derives
from participating in the attempt to create a betterld, based upon knowledge of
what is for the best.

Of course, this message has often been distoytgubdple who have believed they
have found once and for all the correct way to:lpeople who have, in the name of
philosophy, tried to impose their vision upon otpeople. For this reason, some brave
philosophers have found the need to philosophizéh“ahammer”, thus trying to break
down idealogical constructions which stand in tlas/wf the effort to seek the truth and
to learn what truly matters. But the message resndie same from Socrates to Spinoza
and Sartre: In order to live a life worth living wieust develop our own thinking about
what truly matters in the world and urge otherddadhe same.

What is the view of common sense concerning thidipuole of the philosopher? It
has always been and still is the same: People ticare about the ultimate values
which the philosopher urges them to seek. What t@eg about are ordinary, worldly
values, like money, fame and power. People wabgtoontent, to enjoy life while they
can and without too much effort, and not to worbouat truth, justice and “higher
things” which nobody really understands. And thegnwvto form their own attitude
without having to take part in any critical dialegan the subject!

How shall we react to this classical rejection lé pphilosopher's message? | will
make three remarks:

(1) First of all — and this point can not be empdad enough — the philosopher
demonstrates to people that they are free to chobaéthey want. A person becomes a
philosopher, if she does, by hewn choice. By making her decision public she is
revealing to people that they can make the sameelw a different one, that they are
free to seek worldy values, like money, or thaitben seek justice or truth or freedom
or love or whatever.

(2) My second remark is this: Common sense knowecause philosophers have

taught it for centuries and many religions have dsen preaching this — that people
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who seek only worldly values, and who do not cdreua justice or basic meaning, are
not likely to be happy and content with their livd$ie contention that people do care
only about worldly values is dubious to say thesteaand common sense knows this
very well!

(3) This leads to my third remark. Many people wdre totally engaged in the
pursuit of money, fame and power know deep down even not so deep down — that
this is not the life they want to lead. They realithat there are in fact external
circumstances that force them to concentrate osethralues instead of artistic, moral or
spiritual values. These people quite often turrplidososphy for support when they
begin to reflect upon their own condition and uplo@ condition of the world in which

they live.

Here we come to the third statement about the abtée philosopherHe criticizes
his own time in the light of ideals of practical reason. Once again we may turn to
Socrates for guidance, since he did indeed crtitis own society and the ways in
which it was run. And his pupil, Plato, was evenrenenergetic in this respect. As he
tells us in the Seventh letter, his reasons fonimgr to philosophy were directly
concerned with the malfunctioning of his societydathe need for a better
understanding of how it could be governed in therasts of all and according to the
principles of justice.

Of course, philosophers have had quite differeeivsi about society, the function of
the state, the nature of public interests, andrsdat their basic message has been the
same: Society needs to become more rational, aiaspphy should help developing
the criteria for a good society: one which willtlasid be worthy for handing down to
future generations. Despite their differencesttal great philosophers of the past have
been concerned with the ideals of practical reassnch as justice, freedom, dignity,
peace, friendship and charity — and with the waysvhich these ideals have been

understood and implemented (or misunderstood atdimplemented) in human
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society. The old dream of Socrates and Platowigtom should always be respected,
continues to be the dream of the public philosopher

How does common sense view this role of our phpbso? In short, as unrealistic
and totally out of touch with reality. According the critique of common sense,
politics is not a friendly dialogue about the ideaf practical reason; it is a power game
or power struggle, where the strongest wins inetheé, as Callicles and Thrasimachus
both maintained in their discussions with Socrafesd since the old days in Athens,
when Socrates tried to reason with his fellow eitig, common sense has always given
the same advice to philosophers: Don’t mix withifged and do not interfere in the
affairs of thestate (polis)! You should limit yourself to reflection and thimky about
ideals or whatever, but it is a great danger botlydu and to society if you try to
change the world according to philosophical prescns proclaiming how the world

should be run. Then there is only a small steptiditarianism.

How shall we react to this criticism? Before doiswy directly, let me make three
general remarks about the importance of philosdphpolitics:

(1) Philosophers have made clear to people the ideis about different rational
forms of government and of types of state. Theyehphayed a vital role in defining
basic laws and constitutions, as in the UnitedeStadnd in defining basic human rights,
as in the United Nations.

(2) My second point concerns the fact that eachegowent needs to justify its
actions to its citizens, and in doing so, it wilevitably make use of philosophical ideas
and theories. Thus the exercise of power callgpfolosophy, whether politicians are
aware of this or not. Of course, this philosophyyrba in the form of a bad ideology,
which even rejects all critical dialogue and thusctude the practice of democracy. But
there has to be a certain amount of philosophivalight in the exercice of political
power, if it is to make any sense at all.

(3) This leads to my third remark. Any sensibleogffto run society and improve it

rests, on the one hand, upon a vision — a dreaan afeal about a better world and how
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society ought to be constituted for the benefitt®fmembers, and, on the other hand,
upon practical judgment and understanding of what lme done in order to realize the
ideal in question, given our real situation and ¢ieenomical, technical and political

means at our disposal.

Let me end with a brief reflection upon the diffiece between political and social
ideals and the means to realize them. As | sdledtbasic role of philosophers in public
life is to show us how the gap between what iswhédt should be, can be filled, in a
way which will more fully humanize our world. Suem effort requires first of all a
serious reflection on our common world, its measigd values for all and every
human being. The philosophical reflection has abvdgad to acriticism of the
dominant ideology, which tries to block all criticdninking, and at the same time
philosophy has always tried to describ@sion of the world as a place where the values
of dignity, freedom and justice may be realized.rdbwer, a philosophical reflection
always requires theoractice of critical dialogue which concentrates on the real
conditions of our technological societies. Basedrup clear vision of how things
should be, this dialogue must bring to public awass the imperfections and serious
mistakes that may be observed in the actual runmhgur political and legal
institutions. But we should recognize the fact tthegt philosophical dialogue is never
going to replace the political debate with its dmetal strategy and various power
games.

The main fault is always the same: Instead of remigg our limitations and
responsibilities, we rush forward to do things wiih being aware of what we are in
fact doing and without trying to foresee the comseges of our actions. In a sense, we
run blindfolded, not knowing what will happen inetlend. But this blindness is no
excuse for the arrogance and the violence thatfem @haracterize our public and
political institutions. On the contrary, it shouitake us all the more conscious of the
need for caution in all of our judgements and dens Here there is still an important

role for the philosopher in public life.
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This does not mean that philosophical reflectiamherence and calmness of mind
should stop us from trying to change the world aadse us to withdraw from taking
part in public debates. It tells us rather that mle as philosophers is to appear in
public space and to confront the ignorance, thdradittions and the insecurity that
mark our real conditions. The mission of philosopéyto fight with the weapons of
reason and reflection for a meaningful existencthabwe can go on co-existing in this
violent world, inspired by the dream of discoverthg mysteries of the world we share

with all other beings.

University of Iceland, May 1998/2009
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