Philosophy and the Humanities

In this essay we will be discussing the nature of Philosophy, the direction of Philosophy and the many ways it interacts with the rest of the subjects under the Humanities umbrella. Philosophy is not easily defined, the Cambridge Dictionary has the main definition as:
the use of reason in understanding such things as the nature of the real world and existence, the use and limits of knowledge, and the principles of moral judgment[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cambridge Dictionary, Meaning of Philosophy in English (2023) <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/philosophy> [accessed 22 October 2023].] 

This definition isn’t incorrect but it certainly isn’t the only answer. It is just as correct in this essay’s 
opinion that Philosophy as a discipline is the study of figures in the past that we would consider to be 
Philosophers: Kant, Socrates, Marx, Plato, Aristotle, etc. It is very much necessary to understand 
history to understand philosophy, it helps us link human thinking throughout time, gives us the 
questions that many people have spent their entire lives pondering on. It’s also accurate to argue 
that Philosophy is more of a way of changing the world, Marx argued that ‘Philosophers have 
hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it’[footnoteRef:2]. This belief shows,  [2:  Karl Marx, Theses On Feuerbach, trans. by Cyril Smith (2002).] 

again, the variety of ways in which philosophy can be interpreted and defined. There are many other ways in which one can define Philosophy, therefore surely it would be fair to argue that it would be impossible to create a definition for Philosophy. However, this essay is of the opinion that they are all definitions of Philosophy, and that Philosophy is a mixture of all the definitions, one can look at historical figures and discuss their beliefs and contrast it to more contemporary ways of looking at life in hope of creating a change. Whilst this may not be a satisfying answer for anyone looking for the “true” definition of Philosophy, is it not fitting for a discipline that is dominated by questions without “true” answers, to not have a “true” definition.

Philosophy over the last few centuries has changed in a few ways. It has become a much more Professionalised discipline. Professionalisation meaning the process of an occupation establishing normal conduct, qualifications and a professional body to oversee the discipline. An example of this can be seen in the founding of the World Congress of Philosophy in 1900. This organisation was founded to ‘focus philosophical knowledge on global problems, promote philosophical education, and encourage the development of professional relations between philosophers of all countries’[footnoteRef:3]. As well as this we can see that for over two centuries countries have been officially appointing philosophers to the position of professor, starting with Germany[footnoteRef:4] in 1817 when they appointed the philosopher Hegel as professor. This change in Philosophy from being a discipline in which those who practiced it were isolated, amateur thinkers, such as Kant, Plato and Confucius, to a discipline that has the majority of its work being done by University Professors with doctorates. This is not necessarily a negative change as it allows for those who are within the field to get more recognition from their colleagues and make it something that one can actually make a living off of. However this has come at the cost of making the subject much more difficult for ordinary people to access. Whilst other disciplines such as history and science now have a lucrative market for books, tv shows and magazines, the same cannot be said for philosophy. Much of what people believe is “their philosophy” regarding life, religion and politics is only tangentially connected to the work being produced by contemporary Philosophers. One reason for this may be that Philosophy can be considered a subject without answers. Whilst History and Science often have factual, objective answers, Philosophy has few if any. Another reason may be that philosophy is not generally a very visually stimulating subject, why would a regular person watch a show of people having a debate on a complicated subject, rather than watch a historical re-enactment of WW2 or a scientific experiment that has explosions, philosophy just isn’t as eye catching. However for those who enjoy the long debates and endless questions, the lack of public appreciation might not matter that much. Furthermore Philosophy does receive appreciation in popular media, or at least some of the concepts do. The Netflix show “The Good Place” spends the majority of the show talking about Philosophy and Ethics and brings many Philosophical questions into the spotlight, such as the Trolley Problem[footnoteRef:5]. Whilst this does not necessarily bring the work of contemporary Philosophers into the spotlight, it does serve as a good introduction to the basics of the discipline, and if people are being introduced into the basics it may influence them into looking further into the field, helping to grow it and possibly bring it more into the view of the public. [3:  International Federation of Philosophical Societies, World Congress of Philosophy (2017) <https://www.fisp.org/worldcongress> [accessed 22 October 2023].]  [4:  Peter Simons, Phenomenology & Analysis: Essays in Central European Philosophy, (Germany, Walter de Gruyter, 2004), p.18.]  [5:  ‘The Trolley Problem’ (Television Programme), The Good Place (Netflix, 19 October 2017).] 

Next we will be looking at philosophy’s relationship to other humanities disciplines. Firstly, Archaeology. Archaeology and Philosophy may at first seem to have little in common, due to them being based on different areas of humanity. Archaeology being primarily based on the physical remnants on human history and Philosophy being concerned with abstract ideas and questions. However the two are linked in many ways. Firstly, Archaeology can provide philosophers with evidence for the growth and development of human thinking. For example the Code of Hammurabi[footnoteRef:6] has allowed for Legal Philosophers to greater understand the development of morality and justice. Archaeology also benefits a great deal from Philosophical thinking. Archaeologists are engaged in the interpretation of the past, in the course of this many questions may come up, What can we truly know about the past?, How can we ethically deal with Archaeological artifacts and human remains? These questions are key to the discipline of Archaeology and require much Philosophical thought and consideration. Furthermore on a much simpler level, both Archaeology and Philosophy are engaged in the pursuit of knowledge. Philosophy attempt to understand the fundamental truths of the human condition and reality, and Archaeology attempts to reconstruct and understand the past. In short, the two disciplines, whilst differing in many ways, are symbiotic, they rely on each other and are both intrinsically linked. Philosophy offering an ethical foundation for Archaeology to work off of, and Archaeology giving tangible evidence that Philosophers use to build and reflect on its theoretical base. Together they help us better understand what it is to be human and bridge the gap between abstract ideas and the material world. [6:  Hammurabi, Code of Hammurabi (Installation at The Louvre).] 

Next is the link between Philosophy and Ancient history. The link between the two disciplines is a strong one. Philosophy would be in a much different state than its currently in without Ancient History, the works of such philosophers as Plato and Aristotle have profoundly influenced western Philosophers, without the knowledge of their works we wouldn’t have such concepts as logic, ethics or metaphysics. This knowledge is so important to philosophy that is could be enough of a reason to say the two are linked. However, just as Philosophy needs Ancient History, Ancient History needs Philosophy. Philosophy can help Ancient Historians look at the ethical and moral implications of ancient civilisations actions and politics. Philosophy can act as a lens for Ancient Historians to look at the development and events of the ancient world. Furthermore Philosophy is present throughout Ancient, and modern, history, quite often being found alongside major intellectual and cultural achievements and revolutions. And once again, like Archaeology, both Ancient History and Philosophy are dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge, with Ancient History being mostly based on the interpretation and facts of the Ancient world and Philosophy being concerned with understanding the fundamental truths of the human condition and reality. Both of these subjects are intrinsically linked to one and other, Ancient History providing the materials of human experience and philosophy providing the equipment to critically analyse and appreciate the enduring wisdom of the ancient world
Next we will be looking at the links between Philosophy and creative writing. Once again, the two seem to have little in common, Creative Writing being focused on artistic expression, and Philosophy being focused on intellectual inquiry. But yet again the two are linked in many ways. We have already discussed how philosophical questions can influence media[footnoteRef:7], and it can go further than this many books, such as Atlas shrugged[footnoteRef:8] or Brave New World[footnoteRef:9], Both of these are creative pieces of writing that were written by modern philosophers and contain many philosophical ideas and beliefs. Atlas Shrugged pushes the belief system of Objectivism which shows us how Creative writing can be linked directly to Philosophy. Both creative writers and philosophers are infatuated with the exploration of the human condition and the questions around it. Whilst Philosophers may seek to answer these through discussions and debates on ethics, epistemology and existence, creative writers may try to answer the same questions but through a more artistic means. A Creative writer may try to use philosophical themes and questions as a basis for a piece of work, for example the Matrix series of films links to Plato’s idea that the world that we live in is just a shadow of the real world[footnoteRef:10]. Furthermore, Creative writing in itself could be considered a form of Philosophical writing, creative writing often requires the writer to look introspectively at oneself, exploring the human condition, and sometimes engaging with ethical, moral and existential dilemmas. As this essay has shown both of these disciplines are heavily linked to one and other, Philosophy provides much of the foundation for creative writing and creative writing helps philosophy reach a much larger audience and can bring philosophical ideas come to life through creative descriptions and narratives. [7:  ‘The Trolley problem’, The Good Place, 2017.]  [8:  Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged (New York: Random House, 1957).]  [9:  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (London: Chatto & Windus, 1932).]  [10:  Plato, Republic Of Plato, Trans. by B. Jowett (Oxford: Clarendon Press).] 

In conclusion, Philosophy is a subject that, whilst not necessarily recognised professionally throughout history has always been around and directly effects many of the other subjects within the humanities. Whilst, as this essay has previously stated, Philosophy is hard, if not impossible, to define, the broad idea of philosophy in academia is incredibly important for the human quest for knowledge and understanding of our existence. Even if most people don’t realise it, philosophy will impact their lives, whether that be through reading, watching television or having a discussion with a friend. Even if philosophy is not as popular in mainstream media as other disciplines like Science or History, it is always there and is always going to be relevant to humanity.
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