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Why Counsellors should not ignore Philosophy
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Philosophical Questions:
What is philosophy? Here is a simple answer: It is what you end up doing if you keep on asking questions about the basis of previous answers. Inquisitive children keep on asking why. Eventually they may therefore ask philosophical questions without realising it. Eventually, also, they may be advised to stop asking questions, just accept what they are told, and do what is required of them. I learned at school that if you kept on asking questions about the answers you had been given, teachers might become impatient or would explain that we just had to accept a few assumptions, or would say that, ‘not many people ask that’, and leave it at that. 

When I discovered that a few were actually allowed to go on and on asking awkward questions in Higher Education and that this was called philosophy I could not believe my good fortune. The psychology that I also studied jointly with it seemed deeply disappointing in comparison.  

Eventually, I came to the conclusion that the psychology that could not withstand the interrogation from philosophy did not deserve to survive. Little, therefore, was left of the psychology I had learned after the philosophy I had been taught had rolled over it. A great deal of contemporary psychology seemed deep down shallow and inadequate. It begged too many questions. It focussed on too narrow an agenda. It assumed a body of knowledge, skill and a capacity for objectivity that it did not possess. It professed to a range of professional services that it could not in fact provide. 

Philosophical questioning does not demolish everything. But it clears the ground so that stronger varieties of ideas can grow and prosper. 

Philosophical Answers:

As a child I remember the school textbooks with the answers at the back. Philosophy does not, of course, work like that. The most interesting questions do not have ‘final’ answers, but, contrary to the nihilism of some post-modern thinking, this does not make any one explanation as good as any other. Our existence would be trite and dull if it could be finally ‘explained’.  

In philosophy, there is no easy consensus, nor a definitive lack of agreement. There is no straightforward progress, nor a failure to make headway. Important insights are forgotten and rediscovered. The work of ancient Greece was lost to the West for a thousand years. 

Progress is made in philosophy, though, but it tends to demolish the simple explanation we thought we had. Our progress raises new questions and doubts. This is unwelcome if you prefer comfortable certainties to challenging inquiry.    

Everyone is an amateur psychologist in that we all try, more or less often, to understand and predict the behaviour of other people. Likewise, everyone is an amateur philosopher in that we all ask, occasionally or regularly, why we are here, how to make sense of what we do, who we are, what is important and where we are heading.

A university administrator is said to have asked staff in the physics department: ‘what is it with you physicists? You want billions of dollars to smash atoms, and you are always asking for more. The maths department manages with pencils, paper and wastepaper baskets. And the philosophers do not even ask for waste bins.’
Philosophers do need large waste bins, but the best philosophy can be worth revisiting however old it is. It is not thrown away, yet it is recognisable as old, early and belonging to its own place and time more so than to ours. It does, though, provide perspective on the nature and development of our own thinking.

Philosophical Foundations:

If we do not look systematically at the underpinning philosophies available to us, then one or other of these will seep in on us, and determine the way we think, and do not think, about, for example, counselling and psychotherapy. In a consumerist society, market values can creep up on the way some counsellors think about people. They talk of building ‘skills portfolios’, developing confidence and self esteem as though we were objects and products to be trained, groomed and promoted. Consumer values and the competitive marketplace also underlie the 'marketing' of 'counselling', 'counselling psychology' and psychotherapy, as each tries to protect its market share by promoting product differentiation. Market competition also underlies the current fetish to 'process', 'register' and 'accredit' healers. It leads almost everyone to blindly assume, despite all the contrary evidence, that human interaction and our struggles to make sense of existence can be 'serviced' via a production line of training and supervision through 'levels' of competence and skill. Both Marxist and existential philosophies provide useful antidotes to this contemporary all embracing delusion.

It is impossible to think and see independently of philosophy. The philosophy we adopt provides the building blocks, and the underlying organisation, to the very manner in which we perceive and reflect. However the larger and more all embracing a philosophy becomes the more difficult it is to detect. When it gains hegemony in a society it can become completely invisible. It then provides the only way in which we can think about our world and ourselves.

Consequently, when people say that they do not know any philosophy, what is really meant is that they know only one philosophy, but they have no means of locating or assessing it. As a result, it structures everything they do and care about. It also prevents them from considering alternatives or placing immediate preoccupations into a larger perspective.

In response to this argument about the importance of philosophy, some counsellors claim that they are not teaching clients philosophy, they are ‘just listening’, so they do not need to know about philosophy. Heidegger, among others, has made an extraordinarily powerful case to show that ‘just listening’ is quite impossible in principle as well as in practice. Counsellors have not challenged or refuted Heidegger’s argument because, of course, they are generally quite unaware of it. This naivety and ignorance is simply not acceptable among people who claim to be providing a professional analysis of how to heal and understand others via talking and listening.  

