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Personal Development through Philosophy
Tim LeBon

‘Tell them what you are going to tell them.
Tell them.
Then tell them what you have told them.’

I was first given this very useful piece of advice many years ago, and on the 
whole have stuck to it. But sometimes a more dialogical, Socratic approach has its 
advantages - in counselling, teaching, and writing.

Hi Tim, good to see you. We haven’t caught up for a while. What have you been up to?

This term I’ve really enjoyed teaching two innovative courses at City University, 
London. I think you’d like Personal Development through Philosophy.

Is that a new course?

I’ve been running it for over five years, but it’s evolved from being a history 
of philosophers and their ideas, to being a much more interactive, Socratic 
experience.

How do you mean?

The course is structured around a Socratic elenchus on the good life. In week 1, 
Socrates and the importance of understanding the nature of the good life are 
explained - ‘If you do not know to which port you are sailing, no wind is favourable’, 
as Seneca argued. In the very first week, every student is required to define the 
good life.

Sounds a bit daunting!

Yes, it is, but then I tell students about Socrates, and what a difficult character he 
could be. If they’d encountered him, he wouldn’t merely have asked them ‘What 
is the good life?’, he’d have continued by publicly refuting their answers.

Don’t you get the students to refute their definitions?

Not immediately. But I explain that over the next ten weeks, they will be refinishing 
their answer each week, with a little help from the great philosophers.

Such as?

Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, Nietzsche, Existentialists, Utilitarians, the Buddha, 
modern analytic philosophers - quite a wide variety.

So what happens? Come week 10, do they have to redefine the good life?
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Yes, and every other week too. For example, we look at happiness in week 2 — you 
know, Bentham, Mill, Experience Machines, Brave New World, Parfit, Aristotle 
– and I ask them which of these conceptions of happiness, if any, they would like 
to incorporate into the good life.

But isn’t that going to be confusing? After all, Nietzsche, Mill and the Buddha didn’t exactly 
agree on everything, did they? How can a notion of the good life include them all?

That’s why it’s important to stress that there are philosophical methods that can 
be learnt and used to decide which ideas should be accepted.

Such as?

Well, all the ones from Wise Therapy - thought experiments, critical thinking, 
conceptual analysis, Progress for decision making - plus some new ones - my own 
‘ABC’ version of Stoic CBT for example. Some of these methods can be used to 
critique philosophers, and some are important in themselves as part of the virtue 
of practical wisdom

And what happens - does everybody end up with the same good life definition?

No. But there is a pattern. Students nearly always end up with richer, more balanced, 
and more positive definitions. For example, this year one student began with this 
edgy but somewhat negative definition.

‘Ignorance is not bliss, margins are not always dangerous, conformity is not always 
right. Even if you can’t change it, think about it!’

After studying the philosophers, philosophical methods and topics such as wisdom, 
relationships and work she had turned this round to:

‘Be positive, happy and grateful. Learn from my experiences and be wiser. 
Appreciate all the people in my life. Embrace life and always try to be a better 
person. Believe in myself. Be self-aware and have balance.’

I think that the second definition is a huge improvement. The first definition was 
very Socratic in a way. But only the second way gives specific, constructive guidance 
about what to aim for.

Sounds like this course is ideal for someone like that. What about other students?

One student defined the good life as follows in week 1:

‘Happiness at the expense of nothing and no one else, a wealth of experience, the 
opportunity for self-improvement and the chance to make a contribution’.

That’s a very interesting definition, because although I don’t tell students my own 
definition of the good life, I do suggest later on in the course that the good life has 
three dimensions – experiences (e.g. enjoyment), the difference you make to the 
world (e.g. creations) and character (e.g. virtues). Unusually, this student already 

Reflections

PP9.2 Proof1.indd   92 20/6/08   5:21:38 pm



93http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

had elements all of three in her starting definition.

So what was her final definition?

‘Be happy, experience life and learn wherever possible. Experience love and 
friendship, make wise decisions and live without regret. Work with what you love, 
know yourself and define your own good life.’

Each dimension has been given more substance. I think that Seneca would agree 
it’s a better port to sail to.

So each student ends up with a definition of the good life that is personal to them and 
enriched by the ideas and methods they’ve learnt on the course. But does it make any 
practical difference?

The feedback I get suggests that this is the case. Coaching ideas are incorporated 
to help students begin to put their notion of the good life into practice.

Such as?

Students are asked to grade themselves out of 10 in each aspect of the good life. 
Then they brainstorm ways they could get one point higher. Finally, they are asked 
to schedule one or more of these activities in the next week.

With so much emphasis on outcomes these days it would be valuable to get a concrete 
measure on how much difference the course actually makes to students.

I agree. This term I ran another course, Positive Psychology. Students completed a 
life satisfaction questionnaire at the start and end of the course On average students 
experienced an increase in life satisfaction of over 36%. I’d love to be able to give 
you a similar statistic for the philosophy course.

Why don’t you incorporate life satisfaction questionnaires into the philosophy course?

Well, I don’t want to measure just life satisfaction – that’s too subjective and too 
narrow. But if I could find measures of other elements of the good life as well, then 
I could give both the philosophy and psychology students the same questionnaires 
and see how they compared. Wow! Thanks for the idea!

How does the City University course compare with what you do in philosophical 
counselling?

Excellent question. Obviously it’s less personal than individual philosophical 
counselling, and each person gets less space to discuss their own ideas and issues. 
But it’s less expensive and there’s one other advantage which I’d like to incorporate 
more into the way I do philosophical counselling

What’s that?

One of the problems with the word ‘counselling’ is that many people think that are 
there just to talk and you are there just to listen. ‘Therapy’ has a different problem 
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- people think you are there to cure them. But in an educational setting, people 
realise they are there to learn as well as talk and solve their problems. I think that 
philosophical counselling could benefit from putting its educational element more in 
the foreground – remembering that learning can achieved through Socratic guided 
discovery as much as didactic methods.

It sounds like your course is a type of philosophical practice in its own right - perhaps 
it could even be called group philosophical counselling? Any other ideas about how to 
develop it?

Several students have asked about follow-up and more advanced courses. I’d be 
interested in developing it into an MA course or similar, or perhaps making it the 
basis for a retreat. If any readers of Practical Philosophy would be interested in taking 
part in such courses, I’d be very happy to hear from them.

timlebon@gmail.com
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