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In recent years, what many refer to as “public philosophy” has gained increas-
ing attention.1 Public philosophy takes many forms—from “applied ethics/
philosophy” and “field philosophy” to “philosophy outreach” and “service 
learning.” In section I, we discuss, first, why public philosophy has been a top-
ic of increased interest in professional philosophy and, second, what public 
philosophy is (both conceptually and in regard to some of its representative 
forms in practice). With this framework in hand, in section II we discuss both 
what counts as public philosophy and, further, who is included (and exclud-
ed) from the “public” that public philosophers seek to engage. As philoso-
phers committed to public-facing work, we are encouraged by the advance 
of public philosophy. However, we also wish to draw attention to additional 
forms of and possibilities for public philosophy, including those that engage 
a broader public. To this end, in sections III and IV we discuss “philosophy 
with children” as an additional form of public philosophy that can expand 
this domain of philosophical work to be inclusive of and influenced by chil-
dren, a social group that, we contend, is often dismissed or overlooked in our 
discipline and as a component of the ‘public’ we seek to engage. 

Section I. What is Public Philosophy? 

In a special issue of Essays in Philosophy (2014) devoted to public philosophy, 
Jack Russell Weinstein notes prominent attitudes toward this philosophical 
approach within the discipline of philosophy:

Many consider the very name ‘public philosophy’ to be an oxymoron. 
It is said that only philosophers can do philosophy and that the most 
that the general public can be are students. Furthermore, whatever 
a philosopher chooses to do with his or her time, public philosophy 
should not count as research. It might be teaching, it might even be 
service, but it is most definitely not scholarship, or so many pre-ten-
ured philosophers are told.2

A related critique centers on the lack of “established standards” in public phi-
losophy such that “there is no community agreement as to what public phi-
losophy should look like, let alone, what criteria it ought to privilege.”3 Taken 
together, public philosophy has and continues to face skepticism regarding 
its legitimacy as a subarea of philosophy and, further, confusion regarding its 
scope and standards. 

In response to these confusions and critiques several proposals for public 
philosophy have emerged. In what follows, we outline three of these propos-
als—the method of “field philosophy” offered and practiced by Robert Fro-
deman and Adam Briggle; the continuing development of “popular philos-
ophy,” such as books, blogs, and social media that seek to engage the public 
with philosophical ideas; and what we refer to as “activist philosophy,” or the 
practice of philosophy in the service of social and political aims.

Surely, there are methods and conceptions of public philosophy that do not 
precisely fit into these three categories and there are significant areas of 
overlap between these forms of public philosophy. Our analytic separation of 
these categories is intended to identify three basic and, in many cases, mu-
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tually supporting, orientations to public philosophy. In all of the forms pub-
lic philosophy takes, a primary goal is to practice philosophy with a broader 
community beyond isolated and exclusive work in the discipline of philoso-
phy. However, the ways in which public philosophy does this (or the priorities 
espoused by public philosophers) can be analytically distinguished by their 
points of emphasis. Field philosophy involves the interaction of philosophers 
with interdisciplinary communities and pressing concerns outside of tradi-
tional institutional norms and locations, while popular philosophy seeks to 
make philosophical ideas accessible to a broader public in a user-friendly 
and accessible form. In addition, activist philosophy includes philosophical 
work in the service of political and social aims, intended to respond to or re-
form features of public life. 

Field Philosophy: A focus on practicing philosophy in an interdisciplin-
ary and highly interactional manner

Popular Philosophy: A focus on creating more accessible channels for 
the public to engage in or be exposed to philosophy

Activist Philosophy: A focus on creating and deploying philosophical 
methods that brings philosophy to bear on pressing societal and po-
litical concerns

While each of these approaches to public philosophy creatively expands 
possibilities for philosophical practice, we argue that they maintain a well-
worn tradition in the discipline: namely, public philosophy, in its current ar-
ticulations, conforms to an adult-centric tradition of overlooking children 
as members of the public we seek to engage and as valuable participants 
in philosophy. As professional philosophers and practitioners of philosophy 
with children, we aim to reevaluate the conception of the public that public 
philosophy serves and, further, consider the benefits of this reevaluation, in-
cluding possibilities for transforming philosophy into a more inclusive disci-
pline and practice. 

a. Field Philosophy

Writing in the Chronicle of Higher Education, Adam Briggle and Robert Fro-
deman comment on a crisis facing the discipline of philosophy, namely, phi-
losophy’s declining relevance in education and for the broader public. The 
evidence for this decline is manifold, ranging from “declining budgets, soar-
ing debts, antipathy to tax increases, and new technologies such as distance 
education” to a “politically and economically unsustainable” model of schol-
arship resulting in lower enrollment in philosophy courses and a general lack 
of public interest.4 In the face of this crisis, Briggle and Frodeman argue, we 
must “reclaim the public role of philosophy.”5 Elsewhere, Briggle and Frode-
man suggest that we do this, in part, by practicing “field philosophy,” a “con-
text driven, problem focused, and inter- and transdisciplinary” approach that 
leads philosophers to work with a variety of audiences and stakeholders.6 In 
essence, they are calling for an engaged approach to philosophy, one that 
is responsive to community needs and pressing cultural conversations. This 
engaged approach also avoids two central problems plaguing the discipline: 
the institutionalization and narrow specialization of philosophy, which, tak-
en together, continue to support the production of philosophical work that 
is both isolated within the university (to a subset of members of a given phi-
losophy department) and from the broader public (such that the only phil-
osophical work that “counts” are articles and presentations that speak to fel-
low professional philosophers).7 

As examples of field philosophy, Briggle and Frodeman cite their own en-
gagement with the US Geological Survey on problems relating to acid mine 
drainage and fracking, as well as their work with the European Commis-
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sion to devise new standards for peer review of research grants.8 Relatedly, 
as co-founder Christopher Long explains, the work of the Public Philosophy 
Journal aims to facilitate “collaborative activity in which philosophers en-
gage dialogically with activists, professionals, scientists, policymakers, and 
affected parties whose work and lives are bound up with issues of public 
concern.”9 Like Briggle and Frodeman, Long characterizes public philosophy 
as a movement to develop collaborations with diverse experts, stakeholders, 
and community members on a wide range of issues in order to take action 
and effect change. In diverse ways, the examples cited by Briggle, Frodeman, 
and Long, illustrate a field philosophy that engages with issues that impact 
one’s community and culminates in socially impactful products.

A corresponding goal for field philosophy is reform of the current discipline 
of philosophy and philosophical norms. First, we need to reconsider domi-
nant norms as to what counts as real philosophy and revise forms of discipli-
narity and specialization that confine philosophical practice to a select sub-
set of academics. Second, and related to the first, we need to support new 
types of philosophers, those who possess the skills to do interdisciplinary and 
interactional work with persons beyond the discipline of philosophy. Third, 
we need to devote more attention to ways in which philosophy can remain 
relevant and respond to broader social concerns, whether through activism 
or collaborative work with policy makers, community members, and other 
stakeholders outside of the discipline.  

b. Popular Philosophy 

In “The Value of Public Philosophy to Philosophers,” Massimo Pigliucci and 
Leonard Finkelman define public philosophy as “a conscious attempt on the 
part of (some) professional (usually, but not only, academic) philosophers 
to engage the public at large.”10 While arguing that public philosophy is a 
worthwhile pursuit in its own right, Pigliucci and Leonard point to a particu-
lar import of public philosophy: its potential to create more accessible chan-
nels for the public to engage in or be exposed to philosophy. In doing so, they 
articulate the focus of what we refer to as popular philosophy.

Pigliucci and Finkelman primarily focus on the manner in which philosophy 
is communicated to the greater public beyond the academy. They highlight 
the creation of philosophy texts written for the general public and the use 
of social media. They note several publishing houses and book series that 
“[exploit] elements of popular culture to introduce new audiences to philos-
ophizing”11 as well as online mediums like blogs and videos and social net-
works such as Facebook and Twitter that allow for quick dispersal of philo-
sophical ideas and resources.12 

The upshot of these efforts has been to allow broader access to philosophy 
for non-professional philosophers and the creation of forums for additional, 
valuable philosophical discourse. The emphasis in this form of public philos-
ophy, as we define it, is not on advancing philosophical analysis as practiced 
within the academy, but rather, on a public practice aimed at impacting 
broader understanding and uptake of philosophy and its benefits. Some dif-
ferences between these points of emphasis lie in the intended audience and 
the guiding aims of the work. For one, whereas the professional philosopher 
(influenced by disciplinary norms, years of training, and pressures relating 
to assessment, tenure, and/or promotion requirements) writes for her peers 
and incorporates norms of discourse within the academy, the philosopher 
writing for a public audience aims precisely to move beyond norms of dis-
course that are, by and large, alienating to the broader public. The result is 
often an intentional effort to write in an accessible manner that illustrates, in 
practice, the insights and import of philosophical thinking across a range of 
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topics (e.g., the ways in which philosophical questioning can help us to bet-
ter understand the complexity of a political event or socio-ethical dilemma). 
Second, the goal of much of this work, in its most basic form, is simply to 
raise awareness of philosophy in those who have never had the opportunity 
to study or read it, or, what is more, who don’t know at all what philosophy is. 
While philosophy podcasts and popular culture book series generally do not 
resolve or advance longstanding debates within the discipline of philosophy 
(nor is it their aim to do so), they do a great deal to engage the interests of 
the general public which, in turn, raises awareness of the importance of phi-
losophy more generally. 

c. Activist Philosophy 

A third area of public philosophy is activist philosophy. In this general group-
ing, we include forms of publicly relevant philosophizing aimed at address-
ing and catalyzing social and political reforms. Activist philosophy envisions 
a close connection between theory and practice and works to impact broad-
er social change. Subfields of the discipline such as feminist philosophy, 
queer theory, and philosophy of race and racism include examples of activist 
philosophizing. 

Historically, as just one example, we can place the work of Jane Addams 
(1910/1990) in this category. Addams worked in and through a philosophical 
vein in order to address pressing social problems. Addams was pioneering 
in respect to the combination of philosophical ideas and activism. Her work 
on the creation of Hull House and her social and political philosophy inter-
twined to form a publicly engaged, philosophically rigorous program for im-
proving the lives of marginalized members of society.

Consider also the work of W. E. B. Du Bois (1903/1994) who offered a ground-
ed philosophical approach to issues of race and racism at the dawn of the 
twentieth century. His work aimed for social reform and a sense of political 
cohesion and uplift for the African American community. Additionally, we 
can consider the work of Kwame Ture and Charles Hamilton in Black Power: 
The Politics of Liberation (1967) in the vein of activist philosophy given their 
explicit attention to developing an infrastructure for understanding institu-
tionalized racism and a method for challenging it.

Activist philosophy is not just a historical phenomenon, but also an increas-
ingly relevant contemporary philosophical practice. For examples, we can 
turn to Lisa Guenther’s critiques of solitary confinement of prison inmates,13 
John Corvino’s response to arguments in the public domain on same-sex 
marriage,14 and Myisha Cherry’s work on anger and oppression.15 These ex-
amples (which are by no means exhaustive) take seriously the use of philo-
sophical thinking in addressing social, political, and ethical problems. They 
unite activism with theory and in this way can be conceptualized as a type 
of public philosophy. 

While not all work within subfields of philosophy such as feminist philos-
ophy, critical philosophies of race, and queer theory would be classified as 
activist philosophy, what generally distinguishes this type of work as activ-
ist philosophy is its normative movement toward altering oppressive social 
structures and practices (e.g., racism, prejudice toward LGBTQA populations, 
or the prison-industrial complex) as well as attention to marginalized popu-
lations. Activist philosophy is distinguished in the way it engages in knowl-
edge-production, taking seriously as interlocutors those outside the disci-
pline—particularly those engaged in direct political action and/or those who 
live within conditions of structural oppression. 
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Section II. Whose Public Philosophy?
 
Our discussion of field philosophy, popular philosophy, and activist philoso-
phy does not exhaust possibilities for public philosophy. There are other his-
tories and forms of public philosophy—such as service learning, applied eth-
ics/philosophy, and public outreach programs. Each of these forms of public 
philosophy has unique aims, ranging from service to one’s community and 
applying philosophical work to ethical, social, and cultural concerns to re-
vealing the structure, function, and impacts of social realities such as gender, 
race, and prejudice. However, each of these forms of public philosophy incor-
porates aspects of what we are referring to as central methods and goals of 
public philosophy as described above. 

Each of these forms of public philosophy presents unique benefits and con-
tributes useful strategies for reforming the profession and discipline of phi-
losophy. Philosophy is in need of demonstrating greater public relevance 
through more effective communication and engagement with stakehold-
ers, community members, and experts on pressing issues of social and po-
litical concern. We support the efforts of those working to initiate and carry 
out these reforms whether in terms of a direct impact in one’s community, 
the communication and production of better scholarship and knowledge, or 
in terms of performing interdisciplinary and interactional work with a broad 
range of professionals, stakeholders, and community members. 

But, in addition to discussing the what and why of public philosophy, we 
want to address who composes the public referenced in public philosophy 
and, in turn, who is in a position to benefit from this movement. We regard 
these as important, if often overlooked, considerations, as the public we in-
tend to engage—along with their interests, needs, capabilities, and social lo-
cation—will influence and shape a responsive, public philosophical practice. 
With this in mind, it is striking to us that many of the prominent manifesta-
tions of public philosophy tend to assume a thoroughly adult public. That is, 
if we consider discussions of public philosophy as increasing the quality of 
published scholarship, developing interdisciplinary research collaborations, 
or reshaping the discipline of professional philosophy itself it seems that—al-
though not explicitly mentioned—adults are the primary audience and ben-
eficiaries of this work. Seen in this light, public philosophy is “by adults and 
for adults.” 

For example, none of the publicly-minded philosophers mentioned above 
(aside from Jane Addams) substantively discusses children or focuses on 
child-centered initiatives directly, and the examples of public philosophy 
they provide assume an adult audience. As a primary antidote to the con-
tinuing isolation of philosophy as an academic discipline, Briggle and Frode-
man16 focus on best practices for applied philosophers to deploy in order to 
engage more effectively with (adult) policy and STEM professionals. Pigliucci 
and Finkelman17 argue for the value of engaging in philosophical practice 
with the public through mediums (philosophy blogs and book chapters, for 
example) that seem to be best suited for adult populations. Further, in their 
consideration of these and other examples, these authors often overlook the 
decades of public-facing work already done by teachers, graduate, and un-
dergraduate students, and professional philosophers dedicated to introduc-
ing philosophy in K-12 schools. This oversight would be less problematic if 
these efforts were not so extensive, well established,18 and part of an overall 
pattern in philosophy of overlooking issues relating to childhood. 

Our aim here is not to castigate fellow public philosophers. We support the 
forms of public philosophy under consideration in this article and applaud 
those philosophers willing to do extensive work to practice and create av-
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J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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enues for public-facing philosophy. Rather, we point to these instances of 
overlooking children (and the lack of discussion of already existing child-fo-
cused public philosophy initiatives) to illustrate an extant, problematic pat-
tern in philosophical treatment of children more generally. 

To see this pattern, consider prominent examples of the public in Western 
philosophy. As used in central works of political philosophy, it has been com-
mon for children to be excluded from the public domain. For example, in 
Aristotle’s Politics children are “incomplete” citizens;19 they possess the po-
tential for full citizenship but, until reaching adulthood, are not members 
of the public realm. We find a similar distinction in Kant’s Doctrine of Right 
where children are passive (not active) citizens, and, thus, are excluded from 
general consideration in public matters.20 Or we can turn to Rawls’s A Theory 
of Justice in which, as with liberal philosophers before him, children seem 
not to exist in the public realm.21 In the Theory, children are not parties to the 
Original Position. Although principles of justice that are “universal in applica-
tion” result from this position, the universe under consideration is ostensibly 
limited to ideally rational and moral adults.22 Children are subject to these 
principles of justice insofar as they have the potential to become adults and 
insofar as they are the wards of these full agents. This well-established exclu-
sion of children from the public is not limited to philosophy. We find a similar 
elision of the views and preferences of this population in many polls of public 
preference and beliefs (e.g., 50% of the American public prefers or believes x 
to y), where it is assumed that the public just is an adult public. 

But in addition to being ignored, or overlooked—such that the boundaries 
of the public in public philosophy are incompletely drawn, excluding a sub-
stantial segment of the human population—there is a more direct manner 
in which children can trouble public boundaries. Consider Hannah Arendt’s 
“The Crisis in Education” (1954/1977) in which she characterizes children as 
new to the world. At birth, Arendt argues, children do not carry with them 
the traditions of the public realm. Children’s existence is always unprece-
dented; they have new ideas, interests, and desires that possess the poten-
tial to radically change the political realm. For this reason, Arendt notes that 
educational and political movements often attempt to subvert the child’s 
newness, making the new resemble the old (adult) traditions (e.g. think of 
Plato’s structured regime to control child development in the Republic and 
Laws, or, for that matter, the use of children in the Hitler Youth and Khmer 
Rouge, or the contemporary use of child soldiers in territorial and political 
conflicts). Here, childhood represents the trouble of novelty and change and, 
in turn, we see responses aimed at controlling what is new for the sake of 
maintaining adult traditions and/or political aims. 

One way in which philosophers (whether publicly engaged or not) avoid the 
trouble inherent in childhood is by largely ignoring its existence and rele-
vance, instead discussing children and their interests in terms of the con-
siderations and obligations they will merit once they are adults. Doing so 
effectively avoids the difficulty of considering the concerns and interests 
(and the corresponding need to respond to these concerns and interests) as 
experienced by children right now. For example, as the legal theorist Annette 
Appell notes, the presence of children raises troubling questions for a liberal 
democracy as they are constituted by law and society as “categorically un-
equal” in relation to the “able-bodied, able-minded adult male” (the measure 
of equality in liberal political theory).23 The adult/child distinction both places 
children, categorically, as vulnerable beings in need of care and, by opposi-
tion, solidifies the social position of the adult as powerful, autonomous, and 
independent. In addition to children’s categorical inequality in liberal soci-
ety, children’s agency (whether political, moral, or epistemic) is understood 
comparatively in relation to adults’. To acknowledge the many ways in which 
children, from a young age, do demonstrate robust forms of agency trou-
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bles the adult/child distinction and, what is more, children’s subordinate role 
in our society. Thus, we are continually presented—both in philosophy and 
popular culture—with conceptions of the child as lacking agency, animalis-
tic, or irrational, which, in turn, avoids the trouble presented by earnest con-
sideration of the depth of and possibilities for child agency. 

Taken together, this brief discussion points to (1) ways in which children are 
simply excluded from philosophical discussions of the public and (2) ways in 
which children are not taken seriously as agents in a way that would call into 
question norms of child subordination and exclusion from domains of social 
life and action. If philosophy and the public are both shaped at their core 
by conceptions of adult capacities, expectations, and interests, then children 
will not be included, or will, at best, be an afterthought or add-on to these 
adult realities. 

So, we now ask: what would it mean to engage more deeply with the trouble 
that children raise? Because the public of public philosophy makes explicit 
aims of inclusion and engaging an increasingly broader public, it is impera-
tive that we interrogate the norms of inclusion as well. What would it mean 
to rethink public philosophy such that children are part of the public under 
consideration and such that public philosophy is responsive to and informed 
by this population? As we see it, public philosophy can play an important role 
in exploring these questions and engaging and learning with marginalized 
populations in philosophy, including, but not limited to, children. The work 
of public philosophy can be importantly normative in this sense, including 
attention to marginalized populations (children and others) and the con-
sideration of alternative paths for knowledge production and philosophical 
practice. 

Section III. Children and Public Philosophy

To understand what a public philosophy inclusive of children would look like 
we turn to a philosophical tradition known as philosophy with children.24 
This work takes many forms but, at its core, is a philosophical and pedagog-
ical practice aimed at exploring philosophy with children and adolescents, 
primarily in K-12 classrooms. In the context of public philosophy, philosophy 
with children is important to consider for several reasons. First, philosophy 
with children is a well-established tradition that engages the broader pub-
lic in philosophy, focusing on introducing and practicing philosophy with 
non-traditional populations (namely, children and adolescents). As such, 
even though it is underrepresented in current discussions of public philoso-
phy, it advances many of the aims currently motivating public philosophers. 
Second, philosophy with children is a form of public philosophy that, by 
working with children—across gender, race, class, age, and sexual orienta-
tion classifications—is inclusive of diverse populations that greatly expand 
our conception of the public in public philosophy. 

Philosophy with children has origins in the work of philosophers such as Mat-
thew Lipman, Ann Margaret Sharp, and Frederick S. Oscanyan,25 as well as 
Gareth Matthews26 and continues to develop today through the work of con-
temporary philosophers such as Jana Mohr Lone27 and Karin Murris,28 among 
others. From its origins, philosophy with children has engaged with issues 
of public concern, including education reform and advocating for young 
students to receive an education that includes important philosophical skill 
sets and critical engagement with social concerns. A key aspect of under-
standing philosophy with children hinges on a distinction mentioned above 
between philosophical analysis and philosophy as a public practice. In the 
former approach to philosophy (analysis), teacher and students are primarily 
concerned with studying particular philosophers, problems, and traditional 
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arguments as developed in the philosophical canon. The emphasis here is, 
by and large, on understanding the history of philosophy and central argu-
ments developed during the course of that history (e.g. Descartes’s cogito 
and Plato’s allegory). In the latter (public practice), teacher and students seek 
to engage directly in the exploration of philosophical questions, problems, 
and concepts, often without reference to specific philosophers and texts. 
While these approaches to philosophy can overlap, the primary focus in phi-
losophy with children is to engage in the fundamental experience(s)—won-
der, dialogue, and questioning—that catalyze philosophical questioning in 
the first place, including the curiosity and desire for understanding that in-
forms basic existential, ethical, metaphysical, and epistemological questions. 

How philosophy with children as a public practice—collaborating with 
young philosophers in the experience of philosophical questioning and ex-
ploration—gets carried out in schools varies depending on the population 
with which one is working (see section IV below).29 In each case, however, the 
development of a community of philosophical inquiry is essential. Character-
izing such a community, Matthew Lipman writes: 

Students listen to one another with respect, build on one another’s 
ideas, challenge one another to supply reasons for otherwise unsup-
ported opinions, assist each other in drawing inferences from what 
has been said, and seek to identify one another’s assumptions. A com-
munity of inquiry attempts to follow the inquiry where it leads rather 
than be penned in by the boundary lines of existing disciplines. A di-
alogue that tries to conform to logic, it moves forward indirectly like a 
boat tacking into the wind, but in the process its progress comes to 
resemble that of thinking itself.30 

A community of philosophical inquiry fosters open dialogue that centers on 
bringing children’s insights and experiences to bear on philosophical con-
cepts and questions. This is often catalyzed through the introduction of an 
accessible discussion prompt (e.g., a work of literature, a work of art, a game, 
a question, etc.) and the subsequent development of questions and discus-
sion by the class or group, as facilitated by the teacher or facilitator. This pro-
cess is intended to be student-centered; the direction and content of the 
dialogue is primarily determined by student participants. In turn, and when 
facilitated well, this provides for a vital educational experience as students 
are learning in a community devoted to collective examination of concerns 
and questions germane to their own lives and interests. The focus on these 
concerns and questions allows for an accessibility and inclusivity that is often 
lacking in this era of standardized education and mandated testing, where 
there is little space and time for dialogue and collaborative philosophical in-
vestigation. 

Practiced in this way, philosophy with children helps us to see what a broad-
er public philosophy could look like. We mentioned above the ways in which 
children can trouble the boundaries of public philosophy and the discipline 
more generally. Philosophy with children is, in part, a practice that embraces 
this trouble. That is, rather than continuing the tradition of excluding children 
from philosophical consideration or maintaining a conception of philosophy 
that is exclusively adult-centric and inaccessible to children and adolescents 
(such that they are then seen as lacking philosophical ability or interest), this 
practice approaches philosophy as a means for learning from and with this 
population. In the process, we also learn about new possibilities for philo-
sophical practice. For example, philosophy with children practitioners must 
learn a great deal about practicing philosophy in diverse contexts, including 
different methodologies to be effective in these contexts. In the professional 
discipline, philosophical practice generally centers on teaching, participat-
ing in conferences, and developing publications. While valuable in their own 
right, these activities are limited in the K-12 school setting. For this reason, 
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philosophy with children practitioners must, with children, find new ways 
to conceptualize and practice philosophy. Instead of delivering a lecture on 
Plato’s Republic or Aristotle’s Ethics we present core philosophical issues 
through alternative child-centered mediums such as artwork, games, and 
children’s literature. Practiced this way, children of all ages will have much 
to say that can inspire and inform our own philosophical thinking. This is a 
small example of how work with a non-traditional population (children) can 
lead us to discover new ways to present and practice philosophy. An area of 
broader significance of this work is that we as professional philosophers and 
students have the opportunity to interrogate philosophical norms regarding 
the nature of philosophy, prevailing conceptions of the philosopher, and the 
broader value of philosophical practice for our communities and schools. 

IV. Philosophy with Children: An Example from the 
Field  

Taken together, there is good reason for philosophers to practice, or at least 
to acknowledge, philosophical practice that is informed by a broader con-
ception of the public. Public philosophy can grow and become richer by no 
longer assuming a thoroughly adult public. Especially with young children, 
public philosophers must think of creative new possibilities for introducing 
and motivating philosophy and, in turn, ways in which our practices can be 
informed and improved by this population.

Let us now turn to a brief example from our own work with children in order 
to make this discussion more concrete. We have engaged in philosophy with 
children in the form of weekly philosophy discussions with kindergarteners 
at an elementary school in Central Pennsylvania. When discussing this field-
work with others it is not uncommon for people to express doubt, or at least 
surprise, regarding possibilities for philosophical interactions with young 
children. Part of this surprise, we think, stems from common conceptions of 
philosophy (as an abstract, adult-centered practice) and the philosopher (as 
an adult employed by an institution of higher learning). An essential aspect 
of the success of our work lies in moving beyond these conceptions. For ex-
ample, if when interacting with our kindergarten students we deliver philos-
ophy lectures and uncritically adopt philosophical jargon then our sessions 
would fail miserably. However, if we are willing to learn from our young stu-
dents and think deeply about what philosophy can be when practiced be-
yond professional conferences and university classrooms and with students 
of all ages, extensive possibilities for productive philosophical work emerge. 

For example, we have found productive possibilities for philosophical work 
with children through the use of children’s literature, artwork, games, and 
group discussions in classroom settings. This work centers on a set of in-
terconnected abilities, including the ability to communicate in a language 
readily understandable for children and the ability to facilitate a group dis-
cussion that is open to student responses, interests, and concerns. This facili-
tation also includes the ability to actively listen to children, using philosophi-
cal prompts (from hands-on activities to stories), encouraging language, and 
a willingness to adapt discussions based on the questions and interests of 
students. 

In one activity, we aimed to illustrate and explore the problem of fairness 
with young children. We challenged ourselves to find a novel way to make 
the problem of fairness concrete and accessible for five- and six-year-old chil-
dren. Ultimately, we organized the children in groups of four and present-
ed them with a problem: having three cookies to share between four group 
members. We presented this as an accident on our part and asked the stu-
dents to consider how we should solve the problem together. Faced with 
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this practical and ethical challenge, each of the groups came up with differ-
ent solutions. Importantly, as practitioners, we did not provide our own solu-
tions in advance or advocate for a “best” solution from the start. Rather, we 
facilitated a dialogue in each group, asking questions such as: What should 
we do with the cookies? How should we split the cookies? Who should get 
a cookie? What is a fair solution? How does everyone feel about this solu-
tion? Are there other ways we can solve the problem? In response, we wit-
nessed a diversity of solutions offered by the groups as well as each group’s 
ability to come up with an accepted solution together. None of the groups 
separated the cookies exactly evenly; rather, students focused on communi-
cating with one another about their interests. Some students, for example, 
did not want a cookie, or did not want a significant part of a cookie. Some 
students took the lead in the discussion, while others held back. It seemed 
as though, ultimately, each group began with the assumption that everyone 
should get some piece of cookie and, from this premise, they engaged in 
broader conversation on what would be fair. We can read their discussions 
as articulating, in part, a conception of fairness as equity, or providing what 
each student needed in a given context, rather than a notion of fairness as 
equality, or providing all students the same amount. Surely, there were some 
problematic aspects of the decision-making process that deserved attention 
(e.g. when an older, more vocal student articulated fairness as allocating one 
cookie for themselves and splitting the other two among three children). 
Still, this activity was engaging for young children and also pushed us to 
consider novel approaches to a classic philosophical problem (fairness and 
distributive justice). 

While many assume that this activity would lead to disputes among the stu-
dents or hurt feelings, we instead witnessed a process of reasoning and de-
cision-making in action. This process implicitly involved questions of ethics, 
empathy, and emotional awareness, as well as the identification and negoti-
ation of group members’ interests. This is but one example. Over the course 
of our time with students, and as practitioners of philosophy with children, 
we were continually challenged to ask better questions, questions that 
would allow for a range of student responses that could then be discussed. 
This empowered us as facilitators and as philosophers, and practicing this 
way of learning and teaching encouraged students to ask more questions, as 
well—of us, of themselves, and each other. Learning these skills as academic 
philosophers is part of what makes working with kindergarteners so valu-
able. From the first day, our classes are full of curiosity and active participa-
tion, with students eager to hear a story or interact with their classmates. Our 
learning begins as we attempt to address the philosophical questions and 
concerns with which the children are already wrestling (such as friendship, 
identity, exclusion, and fairness, among many others) and discover what phi-
losophy can offer these children as they consider these questions, develop, 
and attempt to understand their world. 

Conclusion

As a society, we often do not think of children (or even most adults) as philos-
ophers. But in our work with kindergarteners it is clear that these five and six 
year olds have philosophical interests and abilities. Additionally, our students 
are capable of articulating these conceptions when engaged with child-cen-
tered questions and discussion prompts. Over our many shared years of 
philosophical work with children we continue to learn the significance of a 
relational conception of philosophical practice and capability. Children are 
quite capable of participating in philosophical discussion when we begin 
with and affirm their concerns and utilize child-centered pedagogy. The key 
lies not only in the bare abilities of young people, but even more important-
ly, in our own ability to think creatively about diverse forms of philosophical 
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practice that can benefit children and connect with their experiences of the 
world around them. More generally, we have argued in this article that pub-
lic philosophy, too, can benefit by considering a broader public that includes 
children, among other populations. Doing philosophy with children is one 
example of public philosophy that brings forth novel possibilities for philo-
sophical practice and, in turn, helps us to develop as better philosophers. 

California State University Bakersfield
Marquette University
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What I appreciate most about this essay is how, throughout surveying what 
they pull apart to be three prominent modes of public philosophical prac-
tice and sharing one of their own experiences in practicing philosophy with 
children, the composers strongly gesture toward the need to problematize 
many standards and habits that continue to shape academic philosophy 
and scholarship more widely. I read Burroughs and Valentine to be interest-
ed in not only clarifying what public philosophy is and, particularly, who it is 
for, but in how deeply these questions resonate with the still more expan-
sive endeavor of thinking critically about the normative frameworks in which 
scholarship is conventionally practiced. I also read them to intimate, justifi-
ably, that perhaps the greatest promise of public philosophy is its capacity 
for demonstrating that a new scholarly culture, one built by and for empathy 
and solidarity, is possible. 

By examining how philosophy with children “advances many of the aims 
currently motivating public philosophers,” Burroughs and Valentine chal-
lenged me to refine my understanding that public philosophy is at its best 
when we have put inclusivity, imaginativeness, and openness to experience 
at the medians of our moral horizons, in turn making the practice well-po-
sitioned to take a guiding role in denormalizing disciplinarity and special-
ization, the commodifying standards structuring institutional academia 
today.1 Constrained by these standards, scholarship can too often reflect a 
resistance to the basic human experiences that drive pursuits of truth and 
justice: uninhibited curiosity, yearning to explore difficult or unfamiliar ques-
tions in dialogue with others, and an abiding willingness to embrace change, 
above all. These standards similarly tend to discourage an understanding of 
scholarship, and education, as holistic practices through which the critical 
faculties and virtues of the entire person, rather than just a certain skill or 
area of knowledge, can be enriched.  

Public philosophy and especially, as Burroughs and Valentine convincingly 
propose, philosophy with children embody this sense of scholarship and ed-
ucation. For, first, it seems to me, public philosophy is defined foremost by 
its refusal to accept being issued an absolute definition. Its ever emerging 
forms of practice attest to its always being an experiment, a risk, in motion, 
in a state of renewal. It demands a delicate receptivity to new and often un-
predicted and unpredictable experiences; that we meet children and adults 
alike with unconditional empathy, humility, and respect; that we be sensitive 
to what connects us as much as to how each of our experiences, perspec-
tives, and styles of communicating may differ; and that we be willing to let 
spontaneity and imaginativeness, as opposed to inflexible beliefs and expec-
tations, steer our conversations. When we commit to opening ourselves up 
to others in new ways, we value potentiality over actuality, or what can be 
possible over what is a moment’s reality. We expose room for mutual growth. 

Following Burroughs and Valentine’s lead, it is important to continue broad-
ening our understanding of who public philosophy is done not merely “for,” 
but with. We may want to reject the idea (as I take them to do) that Public 
Philosophy is but only something occupational philosophers undertake “for” 
others who do not occupy professionalized academic spaces, as this implies 
imbalances of both power and gain. As a holistic model of scholarship and 
education, public philosophy in K-12 settings has proven of major benefit to 
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children, most for whom the typical school day is otherwise compartmental-
ized into discrete disciplines. When we place greater value in it as a practice 
with children, however, we are more inclined to recognize and reap the ben-
efits it confers on—that children confer on—us as adults. Looking to Hannah 
Arendt, Burroughs and Valentine note that “childhood represents the trou-
ble of novelty and change”; it symbolically opposes adult fixations on “con-
trolling what is new,” particularly when “what is new” threatens the preser-
vation of traditional social orders.2 Their interest in this dynamic is largely for 
the sake of accentuating the need for adults to recognize children’s agen-
cy, and for philosophers to cease “ignoring [childhood’s] existence and rel-
evance” to instead appreciate children’s philosophical interests and abilities 
and to welcome “the ways in which children can trouble the boundaries of 
public philosophy and the discipline more generally.”3 

Here the work of Theodor Adorno and Walter Benjamin also comes to mind, 
specifically where it concerns connecting standardized academic practic-
es with the wider modern world’s repression of “instinctual life.” In Minima 
Moralia, for instance, Adorno explores how rational thought and emotional 
impulse or desire are increasingly perceived to be at odds with each oth-
er.4 In Negative Dialectics, he laments modernity’s effacing of the inherent-
ly “playful element” in philosophy through its adopting unyielding rules of 
method.5 In “On the Mimetic Faculty,” Benjamin speaks of children’s play as 
an echo of receptive, human qualities that have been routed throughout 
the history of modern institutionalization; “the child,” he writes in allusion to 
what is otherwise the child’s internalization of specialization as a rule, “plays 
at being not only a shopkeeper or teacher but also windmill and a train.”6

Yet to be altogether inculcated by the norms that structure today’s institu-
tions—standardization, alienation, reification, as they manifest in an “impov-
erishment of relations to others” and an antagonism toward social change—
children are prone to be more organically and keenly in tune with the basic 
human experiences (referenced above) that inspire philosophical wonder.7 
For that reason, philosophy with children can help to reorient occupational 
philosophers toward the meaning of genuine philosophical engagement as 
it is grounded in experiential openness, spontaneity and imaginativeness, 
and inclusive, collaborative thinking. In turn, children and practicing philos-
ophy with children can “play” an important role in restructuring the value 
systems of academia today. 
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