
 
 
 Before I begin to speak, I have something important to say.   
 
You might be thinking . . . Zen.    But it's not Zen, it's  Marxism .    Not Karl, 
Groucho.    
 
The purpose of that sentence was to  wake up your brain, by lighting up the 
“contradiction” circuits. 
 
So,  I got this e-mail from my niece.  It said,  “At our last meeting, someone 
asked if anyone knew a philosopher who could talk about how the Great 
Thinkers are/are not relevant in today's world. It's purposely a vague topic.  
Anyway, it occurred to me that I know a Philosopher and he's even retired! ”  
Then, of course, I was propositioned—and you know, philosophers love 
propositions-- so here I am. 
 
Now, I think I should warn you to take the label “philosopher” lightly .  That 
appellation is properly reserved for people who have made original 
contributions to our intellectual tradition.    I am not an original thinker, by 
any means.  But I have studied the great thinkers,  have indeed enjoyed their 
companionship for many years.   My interest started when I was 15.  
Browsing the old books in the living room of my parental home, I came 
across my father's college textbook,--an introduction to philosophy.  I read 
the first chapter.  It was about the nature of philosophical questions.  It 
resulted in my the first “philosophical”  insight I remember having, to wit:  
the kinds of questions you ask, and the way you ask them, is much more 
important than any answers at which you might arrive.   
  
Then in college I was fortunate enough to get into a radical and unique 
“honors” program (it was 1966) where you got to design your own major.  I 
didn't design anything, I just took the courses that sounded really interesting, 
and most of them were, and at the end of it I discovered I had designed a 
major in philosophy.  I never stopped reading.   And so it has been that my 
own personal experience that reading and relating to the ideas of “Great 
Thinkers” has been rich and rewarding.     



 
So to the question:  Are the Great Thinkers relevant in today's world?  Can 
philosophy be beneficial when used in a conscientiously applied program of 
mental hygiene and regular professional care.   Of course, my immediate 
knee-jeck response would be to  answer in what I would call  the parlance of 
“today's world” , with “well, Daaa, yeah.”     But that's not very considered or 
considerate answer and too short for a talk.   
 
Now the way the question is framed implies that live's today are somewhat 
different than in “yesterday's world”.  But  let's leave the  “today's world” 
part for later and ask: 
 
 So how were the “Great Thinkers”  relevant in “the old days”? 
 
Just how did they get to be “great thinkers”  in the first place?    
The great thinkers thought.  And then they (or someone) wrote down those 
thoughts in a more or less organized way, and people read what they wrote, 
and they found it worthy, profound, interesting,  original, thorough, noble, 
convincing, or,  well,  relevant.   Survival of the fittest. 
 
For example, Hereclitus, around 500 BCE or so, is famous for his 
observation that a man can not step into the same river twice.  Nor indeed 
even once, for change is a constant and continuing feature of the universe 
itself, and impermance is the nature of all phenomena.  “All is change.  Only 
change is changeless.”  We have only fragments of Hereclitus, but what we 
have, we have because they still ring as importantly true. 
 
 
So what kinds of thoughts do people find relevant?  This leads to what 
philosophy actually is.  Let me make a little classification scheme: 
 
1. Thoughts that seem to be true about the world. 
2. Thoughts that give us insight how we know . . . anything. 
3. Thoughts about how best to lead our lives. 
 
These are the three great divisions of Western philosophy:   



 
1.  metaphysics  – what is really real?  The presocraticc Greeks,Heraclitus, 
Parmenides, and the like, were big on this,  and in the period after the 
Renaissance it elvolved into “Natural Philosophy” and is now simply and 
boringly called science. 
 
2.  Epistemology --- how do I know, well,  anything.  What is the nature of 
awareness, cognition, knowledge.  Is certitude possible, and if so, about what? 
 
 And 3.  ethics,    the simplest and perhaps best formulation of which is --- 
what should I do, now? 
 
It is possible to live without much concerning yourself with the first two.  I 
love the line from the Cohen Brother's True Grit  “I do not entertain 
hypotheticals, the world is vexing enough as it is.”   
 
The last, ethics,  is  unavoidable.      
 
 
It is also insightful to take a look at the word,  “philosophy” itself.  
Etymologically, we find it comes from “philia”  which is one of the Greek 
words for love 
and “sophia”,  which means wisdom.      
 
What wisdom means is more problematic.  “Wise”  is Germanic in origin.  
And it is so basic a word that it is not easily defined.  Wise has the same root 
as wit.  Which justifies my use of Groucho at the beginning of this talk. 
 
But it is generally agreed that is a word that describes a way of living life 
which is somehow superior in some way to the run of the mill.   
 
Kant said:  “Science is organized knowledge.  Wisdom is organized life.”  Of 
course,  his own life was famously “organized”.  He was supposedly so 
regular in his habits that people would set their watches by when he took his 
daily stroll.   
 



But the idea of wisdom, of being wise, is actually not terribly controversial.  
It means being skillful in the application of experience, knowledge and 
judgment during the course of a life.  It is living well;  deliberately, 
consciously, intentionally,  living well.   
 
So let's come back to the “today's world” part the the question.  This is the 
age of information.  It is available in quantities undreamed of in the past.  It is 
delived instataneously.  Our modern world allows us to be tremendously 
productive in the economic sense.  The pace is fast.  Hectic, often.  But does 
it help us live well?  Or do we have problems? 
 
We do not have a deficit of thought, but you might say we have some 
“quality control” issues.    The author, radio commentator, comedian, and 
Buddhist meditation instructor Wes Nisker, provides this testimony typical of 
modern thinking: 
 
The change in our relationship (between him and his mind) started 
when I finally admitted that my mind had a thinking problem. I was a 
heavy thinker, often starting with two or three thoughts the minute I got 
up in the morning and then continuing to think throughout the day until 
bedtime. My mind produced thought after thought, about love and 
work, of course, along with existential thoughts and trashy ones, 
thoughts about clothing, food, music, politics. One subject after 
another, on and on, and all of it centered around me, which became 
embarrassing as well as oppressive. 
 
Living in the modern world, with it's instant and continuous feed of 
information, it's fast paced styles of working and playing and yes, even 
“relaxing”, is not a propitious environment in which to develop modes of 
thinking which foster  “living well” deliberately, consciously, and  
intentionally.      
 
Now, we can't just stop thinking.  There is a good evolutionary reason that we 
have internally generated “talk”,  called thought.  But it is possible to have a 
little more control, some discipline, over the process.   The key to it is to use 
attention, to develop the skill of being able to attend to something, to exercise 



the muscle of concentration.   
 
The Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset once wrote, “Tell me what you pay 
attention to, and I will tell you who are.”     The mind is what it habitually 
does. 
 
Traditional Western Philosophy is expressed in discursive thought.  It can be 
more or less characterized as careful, deliberate, closely reasoned, logical – 
and the like.  It is much more disciplined that what happens inside the heads 
of most people most of the time. 
 
But there is something more that goes one here.  What is the relationship 
between how you spend you time thinking and the rest of that which 
constitutes “you”, your whole being?  Specifically, what is the connection 
between thought and that other great realm of interiority, how you feel, your 
emotional self?  I submit to you that there is a very great connection.  What 
makes a particular “thought” or chains of thoughts important, relevant, – 
deep?  The feeling that it arouses.   Obsesive self-centered thoughts of the 
kind Wes Nisker identified in his depiction of his “thinking problem” are 
fostered by and in turn reinforce obsesive, self-centered emotions.  
Contemplating the nature of justice,   or of time, or what consititues 
happiness, are connected emotions of a far more positve nature. 
 
For many years, before I “retired”  I kept on my classroom wall something 
that Robert Nash said, who taught philosophy at UVM, and that sums this 
relationship up beautifully.    He said,   “To think deeply is to feel deeply.  
And to feel deeply, is to think deeply.” 
 
Socrates's famous dictum was that  “The unexamined life is not worth living.”   
Now that is an exageration,  at least according to my dog, Freckles,—who, 
cares more for smells and squirrels than contemplative thought.  But anyone 
who notices they have in some degree of a “thinking problem”,  it is an idea 
worth considering. 
 
   The Great Thinkers, philosophy, contemplative thought,-- no matter what 
you call it,   the value  is this:   If you engage in the process, you develop not 



only a great respect for  the ideas you encounter, but also you learn to take 
your own intellect seriously.  You develop better concentration.  You deepen 
not only your intellectual understanding of things, but your emotional  
understanding as well.  It's as if they provide you with Fuel.  Encountering 
their ideas gives you the opportunity to engage your own intellect, to process 
for yourself the very things that made those ideas “great”, to grapple with 
them, to participate actively in the logical evolution of the arguments, to 
commune with the the whole of their thinking, and incorporate that entire 
activitiy into an ever deepening mental life.   The point of studying the 
“Great Thinkers”  is to actually, well, become one.   
 
Philosophical thinking, contemplative thinking, can indeed be beneficial 
when used in a conscientiously applied program of mental hygiene and regular 
professional care. 
 
And it strikes me that it is something that we, “the people of  the modern 
world” ,      might do well    to do more    of. 
 
That is how is see it.      
______________________________ 
 


