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THE PRACTICAL VALUE OF PHILOSOPHY*
BY PROFESSOR JOSIAH

ROYCE,

HARVARD UNIVERSITY.

I

come here this evening with a strong desire to express very
cordially to the Ethical Society my interest in the plan for the
formation of a school of philosophy. I have been asked to

give a statement of the need of such a school from the point
of view of one actually engaged in teaching, and I shall en

I can to express in untechnical language what
seems to me to be the real public use of philosophic study.
I
am anxious to lay stress upon the fact that philosophy is no

deavor as best

merely technical pursuit ; that it is not a research into abstract
truth for the bare sake of abstraction ; that it is not something

totally diverse from any other pursuit, and having no connec
tion with life ; but that, if a philosophical student does his
duty, there is no branch of work so intimately dependent upon
the genuine interests of life. For the real business of philoso
phy, if I may allow myself at once a definition, is the analysis
AND CRITICISM OF THE PRESUPPOSITIONS

practical and theoretical.

I

OF HUMAN

LIFE, BOTH

To show what this definition

must first appeal to you directly as persons repre
senting a movement for the ethical culture of our people, and
must try to show how, in connection with your work, you
means,

if not for yourselves
of
philosophy, still, at least, the actual
pursuit
pursuit of the study on the part of some one.
I address you, therefore, for the first, not merely as a con
ference of persons who meet to consider a project that may
have meaning far beyond the boundaries of your own special
line of ethical work, but simply as representatives of the Socie
ties for Ethical Culture, and ask you what is the significance of
must needs be led somewhere to desire,

a technical
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the cause in which you are engaged?
You are endeavoring
to make people enthusiastic in the cultivation of upright life,
to interest certain of your fellow-creatuers

in ideals that you
and to make men earnest and energetic,
Whenever, in the
faithful and loyal, as men and as citizens.
course of this teaching of yours, you have to express your
have of conduct,

ideals as to what men ought to be and do, you try, in your
teaching, to make these ideals effective by clearly presenting
the issues implied, and by insisting upon the way of life that
you consider best. You are, in all this, serving your own
ideals ; and yet, surely nothing is clearer than that this world

of ours is full of conflicting ideals. Your fellow-beings do not
altogether share your purposes, else why should you teach
them ? They are influenced by many opposing ideals, and
your purposes, your notions of what a man should do, are at
variance with theirs.

How then, after all, when you consider

the matter closely, shall you impress upon others the real
reason, — the real meaning of the ideals which you maintain?

How shall you show that your notion of the right is, in every
case, the true

really

false ?

one, and that the other opposing notions are
Surely, if you undertake, not merely to show

the energy of your personal interests, not merely to depend
upon the persuasiveness of your own presentation of your
ideals, but to give reasons for the faith that is in you, you
must feel the need of reflecting as to the significance of these
ideals themselves; you must feel the need of criticising them.

It is not, indeed, for the sake of playing the sceptic and of
standing outside of all your activity that you will critically
consider these ideals.
Criticism is, to be sure, always more
or less sceptical.
But when you criticise, it is for the sake of
why you should be loyal to your faith, and why
should
you
persuade others to be loyal thereto ; it is for the
sake of returning, with renewed energy, to your work of
giving advice.
Now, whenever you begin to inquire into the reason why
understanding

one ideal is better than another, you begin the examination
of what I call the presuppositions of conduct; and in so far

you philosophize.

Whenever this inquiry

is made

full

and
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thorough-going, whenever, instead of accepting some moral
code, of insisting upon some way of life dogmatically, you
pretend to discover wherefore that way of life is better than
any other, then just in so far as your inquiry goes to the
bottom of the matter, criticises deeply, analyzes profoundly,
you philosophize, and the branch of philosophy that you then
pursue is precisely what we call ethical philosophy.
Now extend for a moment such an inquiry. Suppose the
thinker asks himself of the sum total of human ideals, in so
far as they are accessible to him, what they mean, what they
appear to be upon analysis, how they bear examination, how
they conflict with one another, what the significance of such
conflict is, then the thinker philosophizes upon human life as
a whole, and his ethical philosophy is not merely in the ser
vice of one system of doctrine, it is an effort towards the
impartial comprehension of life, an effort as vast in its scope
as it is important.

as that which I have just been describing
may also inquire into the meaning and into the real rea
sons of the fundamental theoretical doctrines that we hold
about the world; for human life is not only expressive of
certain fundamental practical passions of humanity, but it is
also full of beliefs regarding the constitution of the world
These beliefs, in fact, enter into and influence our
without.

In the same way

one

conduct, or, in other cases, they combine themselves into those
systematic wholes that we call the sciences ; for scientific re
search, too, when it is concerned

with natural history, with

social affairs, or, again, even with physical phenomena pure
and simple, is still a kind of living.
It depends upon, it ex
presses,

fundamental beliefs, which the scientific thinker him

self does not analyze, does not criticise, accepts because it is
of the scientific

his nature to accept them, applies because it is

about the world and about science

;

I

of all our notions

if,

But if one not merely
spirit that he should thus apply them.
such
are
fundamental
beliefs
as
actually at the basis
accepts
say, he begins not merely to accept but to criticise these fun

understanding

the variance and knowing
man begins

errors of human opinion, then such

a

damental notions,
the many
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to philosophize about the theoretical doctrines of men, pre
cisely as before our thinker philosophized about the conduct

of men.

And now we have what constitutes the theoretical

division of philosophy

and criticism of
; namely, an analysis
presuppositions of theoretical belief and of
And surely, just as the ideals of conduct provoke

the fundamental
science.

inquiry by their multitude, by their daily conflicts, by their
earnestness, by their importance, just so the theoretical beliefs
of men must equally provoke our analysis and our criticism,
by the sincerity with which they are held, by the magnificence
of their pretensions, and by their vast moment to the human
race.
Surely then, also, in the course of your effort to teach
men what line of conduct you think is best, and to maintain
such beliefs about the world as you think will serve the highest
ends of conduct, you must feel at times the need of such a
fundamental analysis of the ground on which you stand.
This then, I say, is philosophy, — an analysis, if you will, of
THE FUNDAMENTAL PASSIONS OF HUMANITY.

For the passions

of humanity are both practical and theoretical.
Men long to
attain good things for themselves and to gain knowledge;
they long to lead their fellows in the way that they think
right ; and they long to teach their neighbors the truth ; and
passions of humanity, to do and to
need
surely
analysis as they claim our loyal enthu

these two fundamental

know,

as

siasm.

If

it is worth while to live, surely it is worth while to know

the significance of life.
surely it is worth while,

If

if

it is worth while to have passions,
not for us ourselves to be devoted

to their analysis, then, at all events, for us to support others
who may be called upon to engage in such a devoted study
of the meaning of life. The more you regard life as a sig
nificant thing the more you must feel the value of a rational

of this significance.
For you, then, the study of philosophy must indeed come
in sight, as it often does come in sight ; and what I want you
to bear in mind in every consideration of the subject is pre
cisely this intimate dependence of the philosophical student
upon the concrete facts of human life.
understanding
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The work of the philosopher is very often misunderstood.
He is conceived as one who possibly attempts to complete
the work of the sciences (as if that work ever could be com
He is con
pleted !) by a fantastic construction of his own.
ceived as undertaking to give a compendious account of all
that science has not yet clearly made out ; or, again, he is
conceived as endeavoring to pass behind every veil with
which the mysteries of the world are hidden, and to lay claim
Or, once more,
to a transcendent insight into all mysteries.
with no less contempt for his pretensions, but with even more
impatience, perhaps, at his pedantry, he is conceived as a man
deeply interested in stating everything in abstract terms, in

arranging a system of purely technical words. Of all these
things he is accused ; and I will not deny that the history of
thought has many forms of delusion and of pedantry to show
us, which indeed are unworthy of the attention of the serious
thinker; but the great philosophers of the world, however
fantastic their dreams may occasionally have been, however
dry and pedantic the details of their systems may sometimes
seem, have been real philosophers just in so far as they were
men who deeply and truly and passionately knew life, and
comprehended its passions ; men who were not remote from
humanity, but close, watchful critics of human affairs ; men

who were not mere dreamers about the fantastic world behind
the scenes, but men who were anxious
real sense

of this world.

to comprehend

the

The object of their attention was

always the human being in his attitude towards the world.
They were trying to understand him, to know the value of his
ideals and the limitations of his insight.
Philosophy has been
essentially critical wherever it has been valuable ; even its con
That is, having
structions are always critical constructions.
examined the ideals of man, having criticised the work of his
life, the philosophical thinker has endeavored impartially to set
before us what was the outcome of the criticism, what of value
remained when the insignificant had been thrown away. And
even if on occasion the outcome of the philosophical thinker
has been sceptical or out and out pessimistic, its value, where
it then still has value, lies in the exposure of vanity which the

14
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thinker presents to us; since the discovery of what is vain is
a part of the discovery of what is real and genuine, and since
the genuine is only hidden by the vain.
But I pass from this general account of the work of philos
ophy to another way of exemplifying the real importance of
this work. I grant you that many enthusiastic men find such
critical study of the meaning of life not consistent with their
There are men, and noble men, too, who find
own interests.
in themselves no calling to criticise life, but rather a calling to
Yet, I
set forth some view of it uncritically but earnestly.
insist, these are not all men, nor all the earnest men, nor all
the leading men, and I want to point out to you what effect
the study of philosophy has, in many cases, upon those stu
dents who actually engage for a while in this critical contem
Many
plation of life, in this passionless analysis of passion.
students there are in the higher institutions of learning who,
for some time engaged in the study of philosophy, are, after
a while, called to some other sphere of life where the techni
calities of the study are impossibilities, and where their philo
Under such circumstances,
sophical reflection must cease.
what do they carry away from a real, earnest, and careful study
of the meaning of human life? I can say, from observation of
such students, that this, at least, results, even if their philosophi
For them, at all events for awhile,
cal study goes no further.
there has been a study of human life as human, and thence
forth, when their own experience forces them into the actual
conflicts of their particular careers, these conflicts have a
chance at least; to seem in their eyes far more significant than
For now the man who is in
they would have been originally.
bitter burden of his own
of
who
is
the
life,
the conflict
bearing
cares, feels that the passions that move him, the ideals that he
worships, are the passions and the ideals of mankind ; he feels
that it is the spirit of humanity that is expressing itself in him ;
his life is enlarged by having once taken this broad view of
human activity.
The private fate of a man is for him simply
not a private matter, but is an example, an expression of the
universal life. The effect, in short, upon such a student is very
much like the effect of art upon the appreciative observer.

You
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know, perhaps, the ancient definition of tragedy, and of its pur
Tragic art, as Aristotle said, was intended, by arousing
pose.
pity and fear for some great object, for some great misfortune
of a noble hero, to purge the spectator of such emotions as
would commonly move him in ordinary life. , Such grand suf

it,

fering, such deep sorrow humanized the spectator, so that
thenceforth his own private and petty passion, looked at from
a more universal point of view, seemed, in its private and petty
character, so small that he could forget
and learn to see in
his own fate only the great struggles of humanity, to know in
his own sorrows only, the expression of the sorrows of the
a

is

world. He was purged of his pettiness by seeing how public
and how universal
the sorrow, the misfortune, that
thing
on the stage.
Now, what Aristotle felt to be the worth to the spectator of
the universal emotions aroused by tragedy, this
to many
is

he witnessed

of philosophical study.
naturally
own,
are
that
my problems are my
my
fancy that my ideals
the case they are selfish ideals
own and so long as that
but when
and problems
regard my problems as those of
;

I

;

is

I

students the main worth

I

is

humanity, then all my struggles, my ideals, my passions, and
my beliefs are the expression in me of the great interests of
the human spirit, which
the same in all ages.
When am
full of this insight my own interests are significant (no longer

issues of life, the issues

of my own life become sacred from

a

is

a

if

my pride had been en
private and personal sense, as
larged by the getting of this knowledge); but rather, just
humbled by seeing the magnitude of the
because my pride
in

This enlargement of interests one
might define as the humanizing of a man's temperament.
"
And
you say, but all experiences, all social activity of
higher sort, and, as was just observed, all art, will accom
way these same great purposes," there still remains
plish in
For we may humanize our tem
an office for philosophy.
a

a

if

higher point of view.

life, can

produce no new ideals, his criticism

is

perament by reflection, as well as by observation, and when
Say as
we do so we engage in the business of philosophy.
much as you will then that the philospher can invent no new

still, in the

i6

The Ethical Record.

of the true and earnest student of philosophy, produc
tive of an enlargement and an increase of the genuine interest
in all ideals.
case

This is the

of philosophy for one class of students, and
such may pursue it no further than in the lecture-rooms for a
use

few years ; but they remain stronger men, for whom the earth
and the heavens are larger, and fuller, by reason of such re
flection upon themselves.
On the other hand, however, there
is another effect of the study of philosophy which is especially
important in the education of the teachers and leaders of men.
As we were saying in the beginning, the leader of men must
have his ideals, must be loyal to them himself, and must try
How shall he be able
to attract others to his high standard.
to insist upon this loyalty if he cannot maintain the value of
it against the sceptic, the scoffer, or the opponent? Ah, but
" Not merely by reason can a man maintain the
you may say,

He may insist upon them,
significance of his own ideals.
none the less warmly, when his insistence is a matter of faith,

and the prophets of humanity — have they been
men who could always give a reason for the faith that was

not of reason

;

Have they not hurled at an unbelieving world
within them?
'
their Thus saith the Lord,' and converted the masses that
were first their enemies by the force of their very enthusiasm
itself?" Ah, I reply, but not all men, and above all not all
leaders of men, not all teachers of youth, are born to be
If they were, the world might be led astray, but
prophets.
would always be led, and we should not have times of doubt,
of unrest, and of general public indecision such as at present.
But if the religious teacher be no born prophet, if he be
capable of losing his inspiration, and doubting the significance
of his faith, if he be capable of fickleness in his love, so that
he may transfer his services from one ideal to another, then
is it not indeed dangerous for him to undertake the work of
teaching his fellow-men without previously learning, in the
course of his education, on what grounds his own views are
to be maintained against those of others ?
How often does it not happen that a teacher is found who
actually undertakes, in the ardor and enthusiasm of youth, to
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guide his fellow-men, and who then suddenly wakes up, too
late in life to ward off the mischief, to the fact that his beliefs
never had a foundation which could hold against the
skilful word of the doubter. Perhaps his abandonment of
his faith is as irrational as his maintenance of this faith had
previously been. Perhaps he is a Robert Elsmere, who has
accepted his doctrine as he has accepted his native air, but
who has no root and withers away at the first heat of criti
cism. Some one says to him, perhaps, when he is a clergy
have

of an established church, — some one says to him one
" But,
you know, miracles do not happen ;" and our poor
day,
Robert Elsmere suddenly finds that his fair edifice has crum
man

bled into dust, not because a genuine reason why miracles
do not happen was given him, but because he never had a
that they did ; and in the absence of such
foundation there comes the desolation of the broken life and
rational conviction

the sense of the vanity of the aspirations that once made the
world bright and fair.
Worse than the private ruin of the
career of one teacher in such a case there is the public offence
to the poor in spirit who had trusted in the word of a man
who must now say that, as he discovers, he had never really
meant his word at all.

What evil must follow from such

a change

of opinion,

where the change has to occur in public, where the leaders
of the battle have to alter front in the presence of the enemy,
and make anew their plans of campaign at the moment of the
greatest danger, it is hard to say. This we know : that we
have a right to demand and expect of those who are to be
our guides that they should be intelligent guides, that they
should have taken some fair precautions against error, and
if they must change, they should, during the course of

that,

preparation, have taken some precautions against the need of
changes in the midst of their
baffling, incomprehensible

Freedom on the part of a teacher to teach only
what his conviction demands, freedom on the part of every
thinker to alter his views when the evidence forces him so to
alter them, freedom of every man to follow at every moment
the truth, and the truth only, ought indeed to be a common2
Vol. II. — No. 1
careers.
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place of all practical,

as it already is a commonplace of all
scholarly, undertakings ; but such freedom must not be abused
to the extent of permitting every man who happens to haVe
opinions, if they have never been thoroughly reflected upon,

to throw them upon a trusting public.
In short, if your leader is to be a worthy leader he ought,
in these days, to have been in youth a reflective thinker. If
he is not technically a philosopher he must indeed have known
enough of technical philosophy to be capable of judging of
the sincerity, of the earnestness, and of the fixity of his own
If he is to enter the world where the ideals fight their
faith.
battles, he ought, at least in the quiet of the philosophical
study, to have fought those battles ideally, to be acquainted,
at any rate, with the weapons that are in the armory of human
thought, to know his foes and his friends ; and such prepara
tion requires serious study, close reflection, on the great
questions of humanity.
The result, then, of such philosophical
to be the production of teachers who are,

study as this ought

I will not say merely

more learned, but more worthy of the trust of their followers ;
and I cannot see how, in this age of complex life, of serious
problems, of great issues, and of grave doubts, a man can
undertake to guide his fellows and at the same time to neglect
the meaning of the passions upon which all these serious

it,

things depend.
But, I must turn to the other aspects of the subject, and
consider not merely the immediate effect of philosophical
but the more extended inter
study upon those who follow

of such movement as the one that you are here to-night
considering, for the cause of civilization in our nation at large.
No careful student of American life can fail to feel at the
a

ests

present time that our nation, which, as the chairman so well
remarked in his opening address, may be and probably will
be called upon to lead in the future the Anglo-Saxon race,

It

most singular and marvellous history.
has been
among all the races of men the one that was most distinctly,
a

the past,

a

is

This Angloserious crisis in its history.
approaching
Saxon race which we represent on this continent has had, in
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in modern times, the great servant of the ideals of humanity.
15o race has carried so far abroad on the earth the institu
tions and the culture that modern life has developed ; and yet
this race, so constructive, and so ideal in its constructions, has,
in the past, stubbornly neglected to reflect upon its ideals. The
greatest, I say, of the servants of the ideal in modern times,
to know what its .ideals were, and has even
scornfully denied that it had any ideals. The British consti

it has declined

tution, that marvellous instrument of human ingenuity, which
has been the mother of constitutional
governments through
out the world, was the product, year after year, of efforts at
compromise, which always denied that they conformed to any

principle whatsoever;

and yet they did conform to very deep
Logical, or otherwise ideal
principles.

and very significant
interests have almost always been firmly abjured by the Eng
lish statesman, whether in his own home or in the colonies.

Yet, despite his denial,

very lofty ideals. But
now the crisis approaches when we can no longer hope to
serve the interests of the ideal without knowing something
he followed

about the significance of our purposes.
Our race has met at
last, here in this continent, greater problems than ever were
set before it in the past.
The problem of the formation of a
permanent and great people out of the heterogeneous ele
ments of our population, presses upon us in many forms.
Our institutions have a perplexity and our dangers have a
seriousness never before known ; and yet at this very time

our nation at large is disposed not to think seriously about
its social position, but to wait, and to put off, and to avoid
This
political changes, and to feel sure that ail will be well.

policy of waiting and hoping has been, ever since the war
closed, the common device of the nation at large; and no one
need be an alarmist in order to feel how serious the condition

of things must grow in time if this indifference to methods,
if this unwillingness to reflect on our position, remains as
The
permanent a characteristic of our nation as it has been.
Anglo-Saxon was safe in his ideal tasks in the past, safe in his
cheerful manly unconsciousness of the meaning of the work
in which he was engaged, safe as the instrument of the divine
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order, although he did not comprehend in what sense he was
But at last this manly, but still too youthful
its instrument.
indifference, must give place to a conscious

self-comprehen

sion; or the Anglo-Saxon, who no longer has to deal with
his brethren alone, but with all mankind, will find that his
sword will drop from his hands, and that his work will be
unfinished, and that perhaps in time even ruin may overtake
him, at the very moment when his activity, if properly guided
by conscious reflection, might have become most glorious.
the indifference that I have
Nevertheless, notwithstanding
just lamented, there are indeed signs that our nation is, at
There are
heart, quite capable of very serious reflection.
here and there indications of a growing spirit of reflective
There are here and there symptoms of a tendency that
ness.
aims to make our social life not merely progressive, but con
not merely rational, but consciously
sciously progressive;
rational ; and these symptoms seem to me to come from a
growing sense of the importance of knowing our life and of
An exhaustive examina
understanding what we are about.
tion of the details and the issues of our social life is before
us, and must be undertaken ; and if my definition of philoso
phy is a right one, such an exhaustive examination is precisely
At such a moment the duty of
the task of the philosopher.
all reflective people towards their nation is plain.
They must
organize for reflection, and they must, as genuine servants
and as loyal citizens of the nation, offer to it the gift, not of
mere opinion, but of a common, thorough-going, free, cau
tious, earnest, devoted self-criticism, — a criticism of our life.
I will not, therefore, now dwell upon those darker and still
more difficult problems concerning the world, and the destiny
of the human race, and the moral order of the universe, which

I speak for the moment only
perplex so many at this time.
of the more obviously practical social problems that oppress
us, and I say that these of themselves demand philosophical

The problems of practical life, — look at them as
you will, you must come to some conclusion in regard to
them ; and (of this I am sure) begin where you will, you must
Undertake it as you will, the task
philosophize thoroughly.
reflection.
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The philosophy which you

undertake must be, not fragmentary, but thorough-going.
It
is for this reason that I say, a plan of the kind which is here
under consideration
to-night has a significance that goes far
beyond the boundaries of the work of your Ethical Societies.

of national significance.
Its work must be done
somewhere and by some one.
The question is merely, Can
you contribute to the accomplishment of this task ?
It

is a plan

Such, then, are the reasons why the study of philosophy
has a significance for men in general, and for us in particular,
both now and for all time.

I

repeat, is not an effort to go any further in
of the theory of the universe than the very
limited means, which are confessedly at the disposition of
human thought, will properly permit us to go. Philosophy is

Philosophy,

the consideration

is

a

is,

therefore not to be judged by our incapacity to know certain
of the mysteries of the universe.
Its business
in
genuine
The philosopher
sense, with men and with their world.
is

it

man's uni
concerned with the universe only in so far as
only in so far as the deepest passions of life, the

verse and

strongest ideals of men, must take the form of beliefs about

philosophy
thoroughly human,
study of the presuppositions of life and of passion must

this

Therefore,

as

is

the universe.

It

must needs be prosecuted in order
to enlarge the individual beyond the confines of his own
private life, in order to prepare the teacher for the work of
needs be prosecuted.

at large.

a

is

a

a

it

must be
intelligently guiding his adherents, and, above all,
to
for
the
sake
of
the
at
nation,
time
prosecuted
offering
when our trials are certain, for more than
generation, to in
crease rather than to decrease, the service of advice from re
flective thinkers. Such advice will not be presumptuous.
Such advice will really be given by the thinking nation to
Our interests as citizens are the interests of the one
itself.
social order, of the one great human person that expresses
its life in each one of us.
But therefore philosophy, in en
deavoring to bring this person to a comprehension of himself,
few people, but of the nation
serving not the interests of
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I

have set before you this undertaking and its importance.
There is no more obvious remark about the world than this,

— that for

moral agent that is after all the best
possible world which needs his help to make it better; and
in this sense the need which I have been trying to describe
an enthusiastic

to-night, ought to make this world, in your eyes, indeed, one
of the best of worlds. For your service is very profoundly
If you succeed, you will perform a
required in this crisis.
will
service which
be not of to-day or of to-morrow, but will
be a treasure for

all time.

