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Socrates is alive and well... 

and living in the upper Midwest 

Even the most dedicated philosophers 

have to leave the privacy of their heav 

ing libraries and hallowed books at 

times, if only to talk about philosophy with 

other philosophers. Many of Minnesota's 

most prominent academic philosophers came 

to Mitcalester Nov. 8 for this very reason, for 

the 2008 meeting of the Minnesota Philosoph 

ical Society. MPS is an organization of 

philosophers that meets annually to discuss 

meaningful issues in the field. 

Philosophy professor Geoffrey Gotham, 

a new addition to Macalester's Philosophy de 

partment, chaired the event. Gorham said that 

while Si. Olaf originally, "agreed to hosl the 

2008 meeting with me organizing, when I 

moved to Macalester, I carried the honor/bur 

den of organizing along wilh me." 

Philosophers of all sorts attended and 

held talks open lo their colleagues and fellow 

scholars and lo the general public. The the 

matic variely of the conferences was a testa 

ment to Ihe versatility of the discipline. There 

were presentations on just about every philo 

sophical topic under the sun, from the impact 

of natural selection on moral philosophy lo 

the nature of scientific progress and Ihe uses 

and consequences of friendship. 

A personal highlight was seeing recently 

retired professor emeritus Henry West re 

spond to a paper on Ihe moral utility of male-

female friendship presented by University of 

Minnesota professor Marisol Brito. As al 

ways, Ihe man delighted and engaged his au 

dience wilh his own particular combination of 

intellectual rigor and down-lo-eanh pragma 

tism. 

The problems tackled at the MPS meet 

ing were certainly of interest to those who 

aren't academic philosophers as well as those 

who are. Evolution, which provides philoso 

phy a wellspring of important issues to wres 

tle with, is one of the field's "hot areas," 

Gorham said. 

But, even less obviously polemical is 

sues, like Ihose about Ancient philosophy, are 

relevant in this day and age. They also remind 

us that we are the inheritors of an approach to 

inquiry many centuries in the making. We 

would do well lo remember that every contro 

versy regarding Socrates' skepticism also 

brings up all manner of questions about 

knowledge and wisdom, questions we still 

find the need lo try to answer. 

The history of philosophy itself is a con 

tentious subject. Macalester's own professors 

Karen J. Warren and Joy Lai he, along wilh St. 

Olaf professor Vicki Harper, spoke lo the 

MPS on contributions made by female 

philosophers that have been largely ignored 

or unknown for cenluries. This matter is the 

subject of Warren's most recent book, "An 

Unconventional History of Western Philoso-

Professor Karen J. Warren 

is undertaking a project 

nothing quite like anything 

in Philosphy's 2,000 year 

history 

phy," where she compiled the writings of tra 

ditionally touted male philosophers 

side-by-side with Iheir unfairly overlooked fe 

male counterparts, along with commentaries 

by a variely of scholars, including Laine and 

Harper. 

The temerity of War 

ren in undertaking this 

project and presenting it to 

the academic community, 

as she did at the MPS, is 

exemplary. Nothing quite 

like this has ever come out 

in philosophy's history of 

more than 2JM0 years, and 

many would say that it has 

been a long time coming. 

ll is important for a 

field as long-lived and sto 

ried as philosophy to take 

account of its role and its 

practices, and where better 

to attend to this necessity 

than in Ihe company of 

prominent philosophers 

wilh myriad interests and 

specialties? The keynote 

speaker at the MPS meet 

ing, Eugene Carver from 

St John's University, did 

exactly this in his address. 

He spoke of the idiosyn 

crasies of a discipline that 
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simultaneously engages in the interminable 

search for truth while urging its practitioners 

lo focus on reading lexis and writing about 

them. Gorvcr used the term "grave-robber" to 

describe those who would remove historical 

philosophical lexis from Iheir original content 

lo weed out only the arguments they would 

like to examine. He also said philosophers 

have to juggle roles comparable to Ihe sepa 

rate, yet related, duties and practices of musi 

cians and musicologists. Philosophers have lo 

produce innovative and interesting new work, 

while also keeping in mind and studying Ihe 

tradition which they have come into. 

Gorham said he believed ihe keynote ad 

dress "made provocative arguments" and 

poinledout "the perils of excessive profes-

sionalization in academic philosophy." 

1 agree wholeheartedly. Garver did an 

excellent job of showing how philosophy is a 

very different animal, in a way, than it was in 

the days of Socrates. Professional philoso 

phers need to meet the demands and con 

straints of academic journals and all sons of 

other deadlines and expectations and cannot 

go about like that ancient conversationalist 

who wrote nothing at all and taught in the fo 

rums provided by everyday life. 

Yet, in many other aspects, philosophers 

today arc Ihe heirs lo Socrates. At a party in 

Old Main that followed the keynote speech, 

the philosophers were paiient enough lo sit 

down with my fellow undergraduates and me. 

Our hunger for knowledge had only been in 

tensified by the day's proceedings and we still 

wanted their answers and guidance. They 

obliged and ruminated and inspired. A profes 

sor from University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire 

was kind enough lo explain the confusing and 

fascinating positions of the ancient philoso 

pher Heraclitus to me while I listened in admi 

ration, eating my crackers to avoid having lo 

interrupt him. 

The philosophers I spoke and listened lo 

last Saturday are certainly people committed 

to scholarship. Long after they had abandoned 

their lecterns, they displayed a passion for in 

quiry and an interest in sharing that passion 

that an Aristotle or a Nietzsche would recog 

nize as his own and that thankfully still exists 

today. 
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