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Philosophical Practice: Have we gone far 
enough?

Ran Lahav

Since the birth of philosophical practice, philosophical practitioners have been trying 
to find a niche for their field and to distinguish it from other fields: from academic 
philosophy on the one hand, and from psychotherapy on the other. Evidently, this 
has been a difficult task, because as far as I can see we haven’t achieved it yet. We 
have taken a lot of baggage from both fields. 

On the side of psychotherapy, philosophical practitioners have often emulated 
psychotherapy. They have adopted the traditional psychotherapeutic framework of 
one-hour talking sessions with a counsellee, the focus on the counsellee’s personal 
problems, the weekly appointments, the professional office, the payment of fees, 
and consequently the attitude of a ‘professional’. Even the pioneers of philosophical 
practice, who had envisioned an altogether new kind of practice, started their 
practice by conducting one-hour talking-sessions about personal predicaments, just 
as in psychotherapy. Under their influence many later practitioners have come to 
regard philosophical practice primarily as a form of counselling.

I see no reason why philosophical practitioners should keep clinging to this 
psychotherapeutic inheritance. In my mind, other frameworks such as workshops, 
companionships (egalitarian groups of philosophical companions), weekend retreats, 
or even informal coffee-house conversations are more conducive to philosophical 
practice. However, in this paper I would not like to delve into the inheritance we 
have received from psychotherapy, but rather the one we have received from another 
field - academic philosophy. My question is: is the conception of philosophy we have 
inherited from traditional philosophy appropriate for philosophical practice?

The issue of wisdom and traditional philosophy
In order to answer this question, we first need to determine the goal of philosophical 
practice. Only relative to a given goal does it make sense to ask whether a given 
practice is an appropriate means.

I argue elsewhere that philosophical practice should be viewed as a search for 
wisdom.� I have suggested that wisdom is not the same as knowledge or smartness, 
since a knowledgeable or smart person need not be wise, and vice versa. If we try 
to imagine a wise person, we would probably think of somebody endowed with 
much more than cognitive capacity, somebody with a certain broad attitude to life, 

1.  ‘Philosophical Counseling as a Quest for Wisdom’, Practical Philosophy, 1: 2001; ‘Philosophical Practice 
as Contemplative Philosophy’, Practical Philosophy, 8: 2006. See also various reflections on my website 
www.ranlahav.com.
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a certain way of comporting herself and relating to herself, to others, to small and 
large everyday matters. It is an attitude that expresses a broad understanding of 
life not just in thought, but in one’s actions and reactions, emotions, manner of 
speaking, interpersonal relations, and entire way of being. Conversely, we would 
not call wise a person who indulges herself in self-centred petty concerns, or who 
preoccupies herself with pleasures or self-pity, or who is locked in a narrow ideology. 
The wise person takes part in a wider world. Wisdom, then, involves an openness 
of understanding to the broad horizons of human reality.

Much more can be said about the meaning of wisdom, but this would not be 
necessary here. The important point is that wisdom is not an isolated skill, but a 
way of being. The search for wisdom, therefore, is a process that involves changing 
one’s attitude to life, developing a new openness towards one’s world. In short, it 
requires a personal transformation.

Philosophical practice as I see it aims at such a personal transformation, and it tries 
to do so by means of philosophical encounters with relevant life-issues. It aims, in 
other words, at growing in wisdom by philosophising about one’s life and about 
human reality in general (human reality in the sense of those aspects of reality that 
are in principle accessible to us humans).

However, if philosophical practice is aimed at personal transformation, then the 
question arises whether traditional philosophy, which has always focused so 
exclusively on abstract reasoning, is suitable for that goal. Clearly, a person may 
become an expert in constructing and analysing philosophical theories without 
being a wise man. Should we conclude that standard philosophy is not suitable 
for facilitating personal transformation?

I would like to suggest a positive answer and to draw the conclusion that 
philosophical practice needs to modify its conception of philosophising. To do so, 
let me start by pointing out two salient aspects of traditional philosophy which 
seem to me especially problematic for the project of personal transformation.

Two fundamental characteristics of traditional philosophy
Throughout the history of Western philosophy, the majority of philosophical 
approaches share two fundamental characteristics. First, they regard their primary 
task as constructing and examining theories about various aspects of reality. Thus we 
find philosophical theories about the relationship of the mind to the body, about the 
structure of moral judgments, about our knowledge of the world, about the nature 
of causality, the self, emotions, language, and so on. The result is that philosophical 
discussions assume a very specific relationship to the world: they are about it (or 
about a selected aspect of it). They are geared towards constructing a certain 
kind of end product - theories - which is meant to serve as an accurate portrayal, 
or ‘picture’ of the phenomenon under discussion. Accordingly, philosophies are 
evaluated primarily in terms of how well their ‘picture’ corresponds to reality. 
Note, by the way, that this is very different from Plato’s allegory. In that allegory, 
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the philosopher does not theorise about the light behind his back; rather, he turns 
around and goes out of the cave to see it directly.

This brings us to the second fundamental characteristic of traditional philosophy: 
in the process of theory-construction, the philosopher necessarily becomes an 
uninvolved observer. He is expected to put aside his personality, his personal worries 
and emotions and moods, his body and passions, and to examine reality from a 
very specific part of himself, namely his reason (or, in some philosophical schools, 
his intuition or introspective ‘inner eye’). At the moment of doing philosophy he 
is an objective, detached viewer, looking at reality from a distance.2

What is common to these two characteristics is that they are based on the metaphor 
of vision: Philosophy’s aim is to look at reality and construct a theory that would 
serve as an accurate picture of it, corresponding to it faithfully. It is as if we can 
take a step outside reality, set reality in front of us as an object of observation, pick 
up a piece of paper, and draw an accurate pictorial representation.

This visual metaphor of philosophy may be appropriate for a theoretical 
understanding of our world. But if we intend philosophy to help develop wisdom, 
or more generally transform ourselves, then this metaphor is not very helpful. 
Because to be a detached observer means to keep myself - the flesh-and-blood 
person that I am - outside the process of philosophising. It means that only a very 
limited part of me, mainly my impersonal reason, is now involved. It means that I 
as a living person do not conduct the philosophical investigation, but serve, at most, 
as its object or subject matter. Even if I decide to examine my own self and turn 
my mind’s eye towards my own life, I am still looking at myself from a distance, 
from the eyes of a disembodied and objective onlooker, as if I was an objective 
specimen under the microscope.

Thus, if the search for wisdom aims at transforming me as a living person, then 
the visual stance of observation is inappropriate. Because to assume the observer’s 
stance is to neutralise the main subject matter, namely the concrete living person 
who is me. An observer is removed from his own reality, and his life is abstracted 
away from himself. If I strive for personal transformation, I must return to myself 
while philosophising and be present inside myself. I must philosophise as a whole 
person, as an engaged individual.

This suggests that if we wish to make wisdom - or, more generally, personal 
transformation - the primary aim of philosophical practice, then we must abandon 
the traditional visual metaphor of philosophy. The philosophising found in academic 
departments cannot serve as a paradigm for philosophising in philosophical practice. 
The two may be related, like cousins perhaps, but they cannot be the same.

In this respect I think that we have not gone far enough in liberating philosophical 
practice from the historical academic tradition which we have inherited. To do 

2.  For more details on the philosopher’s attitude see my ‘On Thinking Clearly and Distinctly’, Metaphilosophy, 
23:1992
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this, we must explore new ways of philosophising. This seems to be a tremendous 
task, because virtually all of Western philosophy has been modelled on the 
visual metaphor.  It means re-designing the very foundation and meaning of 
philosophising. But I see no alternative. As long as we continue to understand 
philosophy in terms of reasoning about theories, philosophy will be a distancing 
endeavour. As long as we keep focusing on theories of the self, of authenticity, of 
morality, or even of counsellees’ personal problems, practical philosophising will 
be an obstacle to its own goal.

But if not theories, then what is the alternative? 

Philosophising-from versus philosophising-about
Let me try to delineate here a potential direction to explore, which I believe can be 
fruitful for philosophical practice.

If our aim is to philosophise not from detached reason alone, not from the perspective 
of an objective and uninvolved onlooker, not as disembodied observers, then the 
question is how to engage more of ourselves in the process of philosophising. 
Note that the issue is not the topic of my philosophising. After all, I can discuss 
my most intimate pains and joys from a detached perspective. The issue is not 
what my philosophising is about, but rather how I philosophise. But nor does this 
mean that we are talking about enthusiasm. After all, I can discuss a topic most 
enthusiastically in a very scientific and abstract manner. Rather, the issue is: Who is 
the philosopher in me? Which part of me should participate in the philosophising? 
Where inside me should the philosophising come from? 

It may sound awkward to speak about philosophising ‘from’ a certain part of 
me. We know what it is to philosophise from our detached reason, but what does 
it mean to philosophise from something else - from our fears, for example, or 
from our joys or hopes or annoyance? We can, of course, express these feelings 
in a shout or a groan, but that would hardly count as philosophising, because it 
would not amount to an attempt to understand. One might legitimately wonder: 
If philosophising involves understanding, then what does it mean to understand 
from different parts of me? 

To answer this question, we must remember that our philosophical understandings 
are often influenced by a variety of states of mind, beyond mere abstract reasoning. 
Indeed, philosophical issues - the nature of the self, the meaning of love, our 
moral obligations, etc. - cannot be settled conclusively by reason alone. Unlike 
in mathematics, and perhaps in physics, no amount of evidence, whether logical 
or empirical, can force an adversary to agree to a given conclusion. It is no 
coincidence that in the history of philosophy there has been no consensus on any 
single major issue, and that no theory has been universally accepted as proven 
right or wrong.

This suggests that our understandings of philosophical issues do not emerge only 
from our rational thinking, as philosophers sometimes like to think. If this was 
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the case, it would have been a mystery why different individuals who are equally 
rational have different philosophical opinions. Rather, our understandings are 
often nurtured by other aspects of our being, such as our personality traits. More 
interestingly, our understandings are also influenced and inspired by short-term 
inner states such as recent experiences and even feelings and moods.

For example, it sometimes happens that somebody I respect praises me for my 
professional success. If I do not block off this praise (‘He is just trying to be nice...’), 
if I allow the words to touch me, then something in me may change - not only my 
mood, but also the way I understand myself and my capacities. Previously I had 
an unflattering understanding of myself, but now this new experience inspires a 
change, however brief, in my self-understanding. For the next hour or day or week 
I see my past failings as peripheral to my current achievements, and myself as a 
capable person after all. Moreover, my understanding of life as a whole may become 
for a while more hopeful and more forgiving towards human shortcomings.

In this sense, the praise I received aroused in me a certain attitude towards myself 
and my world, and this new attitude inspired in me a different understanding of 
life. Put differently, a certain aspect of myself - we might call it my ‘optimistic self’ 
- which had previously been dormant or suppressed, was awakened. This aspect 
of me is now given the opportunity to express its peculiar attitude to life. In other 
words, I now understand the world ‘from’ my optimistic self, or ‘give voice’ to 
this part of my being.

To give another example, it sometimes happens that we meet a person whose 
suffering touches our heart deeply. We seem to be able to sense his misery and to 
experience a strong sense of compassion and togetherness. Previously we may have 
been rather self-centred, but if we now allow ourselves to be touched, this new 
experience may alter our understanding of the meaning of suffering into a more 
loving vision of universal brotherhood. Note that the encounter need not teach us 
any new information; it can simply awaken in us an already existing knowledge, 
and connect us more strongly to that compassionate aspect of our being - to our 
‘compassionate self’ as it were. Of course, a week later, when the memory of the 
meeting fades away, and we are no longer in touch with it, our understanding may 
change back to the previous self-centred understanding of life. In any case, it can 
be said that the two understandings came from different ‘parts of me’ - my usual 
self and my compassionate self so to speak - in the sense that these understandings 
were nurtured by different experiences, memories, sensitivities. Our friends may 
be surprised to hear our views change so dramatically, but in fact we have simply 
‘given voice’ to different aspects of our being.

It is easy to think of similar examples. My understanding of the significance of 
teaching may become grim at the end of a difficult semester, giving voice to the 
disillusioned side of my being. And my understanding of the meaning of love may 
change as a result of a touching movie that connects me to my romantic yearnings. 
In another kind of situation, I myself may decide to connect myself to a certain 
aspect of my being. I may, for instance, decide to connect to my ‘better self’ and 
to suppress the egotistic side in me.
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In short, our understandings of life come from different aspects of our being, 
usually from those that are dominant in our lives but sometimes from those that 
are awakened by specific experiences or decisions. Admittedly, these changes in 
understanding are typically isolated and small, because our inner life follows 
powerful patterns, and a single experience is unlikely to change them significantly. 
The result is that we understand and interpret the world in a relatively stable 
way, which I elsewhere called our perimeter3, although special circumstances can 
sometimes inspire us to go beyond its boundaries.

Thus, the influence of most experiences upon our understandings is often short-
lived. Usually, I quickly return to my ‘normal self’ - my habitual moods and feelings 
and pool of experiences and memories, which nurture my habitual attitudes to my 
world and my habitual understandings of life. Nevertheless, despite the limited 
extent of these changes, they attest to the fact that our understandings are capable of 
expressing not only our rational thinking, but also entire attitudes to life, assumed 
by various aspects of our being.

This is not to say that our understandings are irrational products of irrational 
emotions. There is nothing irrational about taking seriously the plight of the 
suffering, just as there is nothing irrational in the converse belief that the individual’s 
suffering is his own business. Both express visions that can emerge from certain 
experiences or attitudes, and both are internally coherent. As noted earlier, reason by 
itself cannot settle philosophical disputes. The history of philosophy demonstrates 
that radically different theories - ethical egoism and Kantian deontology, for instance, 
or materialism and dualism - are equally acceptable from a logical perspective, 
because they are based on different assumptions that cannot be proved or disproved 
by reason alone.

In this sense we can say that a person has a multiplicity of potential understandings, 
or a multiplicity of ‘voices’. What obscures this fact is that one understanding is 
usually dominant over long periods of our life, and that we tend to suppress the 
others. We like to think of ourselves as having one stable opinion on any topic. 
We therefore try to unify and harmonise all the different understandings that take 
place inside us, and to declare one of them ‘my opinion’ or ‘my belief’ - as if there 
is only one understanding acting in us. And since the understanding of our rational 
thinking can be easily expressed in language and is also regarded most highly, the 
result is what can be called the tyranny of thought: reason’s way of understanding 
suppresses other understandings in the person, like the official party-line which 
suppresses all other opinions.

However, unexpressed understandings are often manifested in non-verbal ways. 
For example, the Ethics professor who praises complete honesty in his articles, may 
express through his ‘white lies’ to his wife an altogether different ethical vision. 
And a lover who likes to talk about non-possessive love can express a different 
conception of love through her overly possessive behaviour towards her husband. In 

3.  See www.ranlahav.net, ‘A Course in Philosophical Practice’.
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these cases the person seems to have two different theories: one expressed in words, 
and one expressed in emotions and behaviour. Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere4, 
we constantly interpret our world - not just in words, but more importantly in 
our emotions and behaviours. In other words, we constantly give voice to our 
understandings through our emotional and behavioural attitudes, and these often 
conflict with the understandings which we express in words.

Philosophising in philosophical practice
All this has profound implications for philosophical practice. Because it means 
that if we wish to go beyond abstract reasoning and engage more of ourselves in 
philosophising, then we should cultivate not only our thoughts but also our entire 
everyday attitudes. We should cultivate, in other words, our capacity to bring forth 
(or ‘connect to’) other aspects of our being, ones that may give voice to various 
understandings. It follows that the art of the philosophical practitioner is not just 
that of thinking, but that of being.

Of course, this is not to say that we should give up reasoning. Reasoning is part of 
us too. What we should give up is only the hegemony of our reasoning over other 
aspects of our being, so common in traditional Western philosophy. This implies 
demoting reasoning from its traditional lofty status of final arbiter to the status 
of an equal citisen among other ways of understanding that speak in us. In order 
to do so, I suggest that we need to put aside the visual metaphor of a theoretical 
‘picture’, which has ruled mainstream academic philosophy for many centuries, 
and explore instead the metaphors of ‘understanding from’, ‘philosophising from’, 
and ‘giving voice’.

But if, as philosophical practitioners, we are to take up the task of philosophising-
from, then where do we need to philosophise from? Which aspects of our being 
should ‘speak’ in philosophical practice?

It seems to me that if the aim of philosophical practice is wisdom, which is to say 
getting in touch with reality through understanding, then we should philosophise 
from those aspects of our being that can express a fuller understanding of reality, in 
other words, that can give voice to more of that which is real. We should philosophise 
and understand from human reality. 

In a certain sense, every understanding is from human reality. After all, as a 
philosopher I am a human being, and as such I am a part of human reality. The 
question is, however, whether my understanding (or philosophising) expresses a 
narrow, one-sided, self-centred fragment, or whether it expresses a fuller range 
of my world; in other words, whether I give voice to one single sound, or to the 
rich and complex symphony of reality. If I philosophise while being stuck in my 
personal ideology and patterns, unable to see beyond my little self-centred world, 

4. See for example ‘Philosophical Counseling as a Quest for Wisdom’, Ibid, and www.ranlahav.net, ‘A 
Course in Philosophical Practice’.
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then my understandings express a very limited portion. And if I impose my ideas 
on the rest of the world, then my understanding is also distorting.

But alternatively, as a philosophical practitioner I may seek to give voice to a broader 
scope of human reality. I may seek to go beyond my ordinary boundaries and 
philosophise not just from my dominant states of mind, but from a broader range 
of ways of being. In this way I can give voice not only to my narrow perimeter, 
but to the voices of human reality in general.

And this is precisely the meaning of wisdom: being open to the vast horizons of 
human reality. Open - not in the sense of thinking about its entire scope, but in the 
sense of being from its entire scope. The wise person - the ideal towards which 
philosophical practice is directed - is one who belongs to a bigger world and 
thus gives voice to the many voices of reality through his entire way of life. He is 
somebody through whom reality speaks.

In order to advance towards this state we need to ‘connect’ to that part of our being 
that is not constrained by our narrow patterns of understanding, that does not sit 
inside Plato’s cave as it were, but is open to larger horizons. This requires us to 
philosophise from - indeed to live from - what can be called the point of wisdom 
inside us: that aspect of our being which is attentive to the fullness of human reality 
and which can give voice to its many voices.

And this, I suggest, is the task of philosophical practice if it aims at wisdom. It is 
a most challenging task, one which we are only starting to explore. But it has the 
potential of freeing ourselves from the old conception of philosophy, so common 
in academic philosophy and so inappropriate for philosophical practice. It calls us, 
as philosophical practitioners, to embark upon the ambitious project of cultivating 
our ways of being and learning to understand from deeper parts of ourselves. 
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