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E veryday philosophy’. The phrase itself is telling. 
Philosophy, whatever it might be, is not supposed 
to be ordinary. It is something apart; something 

aloof, mysterious or perhaps transcendent. 
The everyday might involve arguing with a four-year 

old about wearing ballet slippers to kindergarten; it might 
involve conflicting journalistic and festival deadlines; it 
might involve an ill wife and the combination of domestic  
drudgery and unusual terror; it might, on a Saturday 
afternoon, involve an espresso, notebook and pen. 

The details vary, but the point remains: these are all 
ordinary chores, anxieties and pleasures. And philosophy  
is supposed to have nothing to do with these. It has 
nothing to say about parenthood, work, relationships, 
drinking, writing – except writing philosophy (whatever 
it might be). 

And yet: Plato wrote on raising children in The 
Republic; Marx on labour, in his 1844 Manuscripts; Mill 
on marriage, in The Subjection of Women; Nietzsche on 
coffee, in Ecce Homo; Sartre on using his fountain pen, in 
Being and Nothingness. 

So the everyday is certainly not off-limits for philo-
sophy. But perhaps these philosophers weren’t doing 
philosophy when they wrote these things? Perhaps they 
were being policy wonks, journalists, lobbyists, food  
critics, stationery fetishists on Etsy?

But this only brings us back to the original question: 
what is philosophy? And more importantly, what does 
it look like when we’re doing it? Philosophy is partly an 
argument about what philosophy is, so there will be no 
one, final answer. But let’s take a good, well-respected 
example, and work from there. 

David Hume is perhaps the exemplary English-
speaking philosopher. His eighteenth-century work,  
A Treatise of Human Nature (1738), is still considered a 
landmark in modern, naturalistic philosophy – that is, 
philosophy withou;t any supernatural ghosts or gremlins. 
He also wrote beautifully: in plain, crisp and sometimes 
hilarious English.

He begins the Treatise like this:

Nothing is more usual and more natural for those, 
who pretend to discover anything new to the world 
in philosophy and the sciences, than to insinuate 
the praises of their own systems, by decrying all 
those, which have been advanced before them. 

He begins with an observation: most philosophers 
bag other philosophers. Fair enough. Then he adds: and if  
they were only bagging one another (and not purport-
ing to solve every problem), we’d have little reason to 
disagree. On the whole, philosophy is unfinished. Bias, 
incoherence, lack of evidence, and so on: an intelligent, 
curious mind can discover these in even the best philos-
ophy, including science. And scholars are always arguing, 
so that even those who avoid education altogether know 
something’s wrong – philosophy, says Hume, advertises 
its lack of progress daily.  

This, says Hume, is why so many are turned off philo-
sophy: it seems faulty and noisily so. They think it’s all 
arcane, irrelevant metaphysics. Esoteric chatter.

Hume wants to help. And to do this, he wants to put 
aside mathematics, physics, theology, and look more 
closely at human nature. Why? Because it’s humans who 
do algebra, astronomy and proofs of God. In short, if we 
are to do science and philosophy, we have to understand 
ourselves. How do we think, sense and feel? This, argues 
Hume, might help philosophy progress. He writes:

‘Here then is the only expedient, from which we can 
hope for success in our philosophical researches, to 
leave the tedious lingering method, which we have 
hitherto followed, and instead of taking now and 
then a castle or village on the frontier, to march up 
directly to the capital…of these sciences, to human 
nature itself ’.

And this, ladies and gentlemen, is one of the greatest  
philosophers doing his job. Hume begins with an obser-
vation then explains it. He’s working in generalisations, 
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yes – but they’re clear and straightforward enough to 
be refuted. In other words, he’s not hiding in jargon 
or vagueness. Then he explains why this observation is 
important: it is a problem for the progress of thought 
in general. If we don’t understand our own minds, how 
can we understand what we do with them? And then he 
concludes: his work is an answer to this problem. It’s not 
simply a contribution to knowledge, but a contribution 
to knowledge about knowledge. 

Now, what makes this philosophy? Most importantly, 
it’s not just thinking. We think every day: about how to  
schedule errands, plan transport, organise dinner. This  
is thinking about thinking and thoughts. In other words, 
it’s about getting our ideas, and their relations, more 
precise, accurate and coherent. These might be ideas about  
facts. These might be ideas about values. The point is that 
ideas are where philosophy flourishes (or decays).

This is why Alfred North Whitehead, in Science and 
the Modern World (1925), wrote that philosophy is a ‘critic 
of abstractions’. Its job is to pay attention to our ideas, 
remind us that they are ideas, and demonstrate their 
limitations. Its job is also, says Whitehead, to continually 
hold these ideas up alongside what he calls ‘more concrete 
intuitions of the universe’ – anything that enriches and 
enhances our familiarity with palpable reality. Like poetry, 
painting, sculpture, exercise and so on.

Philosophy, in this sense, is a careful intellectual arb- 
itrator, mediating between self and world, speculation 
and fact, reflection and action. Whitehead, in his book 
Process and Reality (1929), compared philosophy to a 
plane taking off and landing: to gain some perspective  
you need these abstract flights, but you need solid 
ground to begin with, and to come back to. There’s an 
ongoing to-and-fro between ideas and facts, theorising 
and intuition, hypothesis and test.

And this is exactly what philosophers have often done 
when talking about the everyday. Even the most seem-
ingly aloof ones. In The Republic, for example, Plato gives 
a utopian portrait of education and parenting, in which 
the philosopher-kings are raised by the state to know 
and love truth and justice. But it’s in reply to his Athens, 
and its schooling and child-raising, that this republic is 

developed – it’s an ideal, next to which everyday Athens 
can be judged. At the same time, he’s speculating about 
truth and justice: the Forms, which promise eternal, 
universal knowledge, and the various urges, impulses 
and ideas that stop us from seeing them. In other words, 
Plato’s Republic is a critique of Athenian knowledge, and 
theories of knowledge . He’s saying: you have the wrong 
ideas about parenting and training, and the wrong ideas 
about ideas.

Now, not all philosophers provide a theory of knowl-
edge; of how we know what we know. Most of the big 
names do. But at their best, they all undertake this to-and 
-fro between immediate, palpable life and our concepts.  
Sometimes these are concepts of life, sometimes they’re 
concepts of concepts. The point is that it’s very difficult 
to find philosophy that does not, at some point, touch on 
the stuff of ordinary experience.q
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