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Another Variety of Wisdom  Mason Marshall 
 

At the recent Fifth International Conference on Philosophy in Practice, Dr David 
O’Donaghue and Dr Leigh Hursch (US) led a workshop entitled “Varieties of Wisdom in 

Counselling Practice.”  As the title suggests, the workshop offered a chance to talk about 
the counsellor’s use of philosophy with counsellees—namely, what choices of certain 
philosophies and what ways of interjecting them into counselling sessions are 
appropriate.  Dr Hursch and Dr O’Donaghue described the relation of Hegel’s and 
Spinoza’s thought to one counsellee’s (“Jane’s”) life.  The discussion that followed 
focused on how, for example, Aristotle, Sartre, or Buber might work differently for "Jane” 
or other counsellees (and thus, generally, what a counselling philosopher must consider in 
trying to help clients without manipulating them). 

 
Most of the discussion seemed to assume that in philosophical counselling, 

wisdom must come from 'official' philosophy alone—again, such as Aristotle’s, Sartre’s, 
or Buber’s.  Then towards the end of the workshop, someone in the conversation pointed 
to other sources of wisdom, suggesting that, for example, poetry, too, could be useful.  
As I recall, none of the rest of us in the discussion objected; in fact, we mostly nodded in 
agreement—before pausing and moving on.  We seemed to think the prospect hardly 
was odd or even questionable, just something we hadn’t considered enough to say much 
about. 

 
That moment—a very small slice of the discussion—struck me.  It occurred to me 

long after the conference that maybe there is more to be said and that we should say, 
about varieties of wisdom outside 'official' philosophy.  Especially, I thought about another 
passing comment, this time in Ben Mijuskovic’s piece in the Essays on Philosophical 

Counselling.  The author urges philosophical counsellors to have “a certain 
interdisciplinary expertise, for the counsellee’s needs may lead in the direction of 
literature, religion, art, sociology, psychology, philosophy, biology, mythology, etc.  In my 
opinion, a truly philosophical approach must be interdisciplinary in order to be effective” 
(Mijuskovic, 1995, pp96-97).  That claim makes sense.  Philosophy has long been a 
discipline encompassing others, if no longer "queen of the disciplines.”  As such, it 
requires that philosophical counsellors forge the identity of their practice, without 
recourse to guidelines that are entirely clear. 

 
I want to propose a mode of philosophical counselling in which counsellee and 

counsellor explicitly talk like social commentators, even engaging texts of mass culture.  
Though not all philosophical counselling must work in this mode, philo-cultural criticism 
could often help client and counsellor. 

 
Why?  How would it be philosophical?  And what might it look like?  Let me pose a 

crude distinction.  To do philosophy is to formulate or criticise theory.  To live philosophy 
means to harmonise theory and everyday life:  to guide how it shapes theory and to 
consummate theory in praxis.  The 'doing' takes intelligence; the 'living' takes that and 
more—in other words, wisdom.  Philosophical counselling is a mutual search for the 
latter.(cf. Achenbach, 1997, p.8). 
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In large part, the discipline of philosophy has grown quite short on wisdom.  And 
yet philosophy as an art of living flourished in antiquity.  Appropriately then, philosophical 
counsellors often speak of returning philosophy to its original role.  But in doing so today, 
they risk promoting dialogue that is isolated from immediate cultural contexts.  Wisdom 
can’t arise from such dialogue:  the 'art of living' is about relating abstract theory to 
concrete lives, and vice versa.  And as such ancients as Aristotle and Cicero saw, both 
theories and lives are inseparable from their cultural contexts.  Thus, to 'live artfully', 
client and counsellor must link dialogue with culture. 

 
I’ll give two examples of how their dialogue could become remote and how cultural 

criticism could help bridge the rift in each case.  First, philosophical counsellors might 
agree with Richard Schusterman:  “[I]n premodern times it was common to test a 
philosophy’s practised value by the philosopher’s life. . . . If we should practice what we 
preach, then how can we exclude arguments that relate a philosophy of life to the 
concrete life lived?” (1997, p.9)  If we can’t, then it might seem apt in philosophical 
counselling just to weigh the validity of, for example, Socrates’ philosophy in terms of his 
life.  But as Foucault warns, “[T]here is no exemplary value in a period which is not our 
period” (1984, p.347).  With no grounding in today’s contexts, discussing Socrates’ life 
would be just more abstract theory.  Philosophical counsellee and counsellor need to find 
embodied philosophies in lives lived in their culture.  Such lives can appear in mass 
cultural texts—popular songs, television shows, films, etc.  The philosophies manifested 
in those lives can be wholly original, but often they parallel philosophies in “official” 
philosophical tradition.  For example, Schusterman shows that much of American rap 
music bespeaks pragmatism (1997, pp131-153).  A counsellee can weigh the fruits of the 
philosophies those lives grow.  And thereby, she can judge how well those philosophies 
apply to culture and thus to her particular life. 

 
But while that sort of biography would serve philosophical counselling, it needs 

other kinds of cultural criticism, too, in order to plant wisdom.  The ancient idea of sensus 

communis - a standard of both theory and wisdom - demands that client and counsellor 
also critically reflect on their culture as a whole.

10
  And broader cultural criticism could 

help philosophical counselling skirt a trap that isolates psychotherapeutic dialogue.  
Psychotherapists tend to find causes of life problems mainly in the person who has them.  
It would be easy enough for philosophical counsellors to fall into that snare in Western 
societies in which psychotherapy has become “the common cultural coin” (Bellah et al., 
1985, p.141).  Written from a philosophical perspective, Shlomit Schuster’s words point 
to a sound corrective:  “The deficiency of justice in society, unethical behaviour, and the 
apparent evil nature of life, are often in reality grounded complaints of those diagnosed 
as neurotics” (1999, p.82).  Through helping clients study the flaws of their society, the 
philosophical counsellor can grant them dignity by affirming the real pressures they face.  
She and her counsellees can gain broader visions and more effectiveness than 
psychotherapy allows. 

 
For these and other reasons, cultural criticism would be a legitimate and useful 

resource in philosophical counselling.  And as cultural critics, philosophical counsellors 
and clients can help bring philosophy closer to life, which is where it can do most good. 
 
 

                                            
10 For further discussion of this matter, see Schaeffer (1990: passim), which has relevant 
bibliographical information. 
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Workshop announcement 
WISER ETHICAL DECISION-MAKING 

 

CONWAY HALL, Central LONDON  

Saturday April 1st 10.00am to 5.00pm 
 
 In our work and private lives we are faced by many situations that call out for an 
ethical response. For example we might be faced with trying to decide the best way to look 
after an elderly relative, or what advice to give to a friend who is seriously ill, or how best 
to deal with someone at work who we think isn't doing their job properly. These are issues 
that can be difficult to resolve satisfactorily. 
 
 This workshop will enable you to understand what makes ethical decisions difficult 
and how to move towards making wiser ethical decisions. In this workshop you will be 
guided to make wiser ethical decisions about particular cases, and learn a procedure 
(called 'PROGRESS') that you can apply to many other situations 
 
Facilitators  David Arnaud  & Tim LeBon  (SCP) 
Fee The fee per participant is £60 (full), £50 (SCP member).  
To book, and for information about reductions for students and others, please contact 
David Arnaud e-mail: DavidArnau@aol.com tel: 0181 371 0792 
 


