
71

What can I do with a Degree in Philosophy?

roots in philosophy. Philosophy can be applied to everything, even the 
scientific method.

At a basic level, philosophy is the art of asking ever more insightful 
questions. Why? And how does this connect to this? What assumptions 
are being made here? Does this logically follow? If you keep asking those 
questions, they lead you back to the Big Four: What’s real? How do I 
know? What should I do? Any faults in my thinking?

Those questions are pretty darn good preparation for any field in 
which you have to think for a living. And that’s what I do: I think for a 
living. I get to think about interesting questions, like what makes men 
attracted to women (or vice versa), and write about it.

If I can pose a question clearly enough, and get my head around 
my research clearly enough, then chances are I’ll write a clear, useful, 
informative book or article that will get other people thinking. When 
you think clearly, you help other people think clearly, which helps them 
act more clearly. That’s the gift of philosophy. It’s useful in writing, law, 
politics, marketing … really any field where you want to people to follow 
you so that you can influence their behavior.

The world needs more people trained in thinking. The world needs 
more people who can ask probing, insightful questions. The world needs 
more philosophy graduates.
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Energy Medicine Practitioner; Reiki Master; 
Ceremonialist, Shamanic Minister 

Class of 1999

Si Tacuisses Philosophus Mansisses. (If you had remained silent, you 
would have remained a philosopher). Delicious, isn’t it? Silence..........
Philosophy: from “philosophia” = “the love of wisdom.” Or, “phi-

lo-sophia” = the love of Sophia. Sophia...the Golden One....the Mother 
of God. God, in my humble opinion, being the Everything which is 
No-Thing, which is the emptiness we also embody. What a divine ex-
ploration, this love of Sophia! Although you may find another way of 
digesting it—and that, is where the joy of the journey could possibly 
make you skip down the street one day just because you are FREE to 
do and to be! At least, this is something it has done for me. Rumi said 
something like “Out beyond ideas of right and wrong, there is a field. I 
will meet you there.” I agree.

I was first intrigued by the vast field of philosophy via a Taoist, rein-
carnated samuri. It was quite the ride. I do not know exactly what the 
foundation of a double major in Philosophy and Psychology unfolded 
in my consciousness and way of being, or in what I offer now through 
whom I’ve become due to these years of searching through old wise 
minds. I can say philosophy kept my thoughts pulsing with passion 
and curiosity during a very sensitive and youthful time. Why I chose 
what I chose is as much of a Mystery as is the question of whom I’d 
have become had I not chosen that. 

However, I do know that my experience of academic philosophy 
certainly affected and enhanced my work in the world because it deeply 
affected my soul at such a receptive time of my life: expanded it, opened 
it, and inspired me to not only think outside the box, but to realize 
that there was no box to think outside of. In other words, undoubtedly 
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whom I’ve become was influenced by my early choices and studies, and 
I imagine that some of my courage and trust—which allowed me to 
offer that which I do now, came partially from the inspirations of great 
thinkers and way-showers. I can’t pinpoint whether I use particular 
teachings or skills from my studies in Philosophy, but that the expan-
sion of mind and sense of groundless freedom—first introduced to me 
through Philosophy—has grown an epistemological undercurrent in 
me, which feeds into the ocean of ALL I am and do. 

A world without PhiloSophia would be missing a deeply stimulating 
opportunity for expansion and hence, evolution—both individually 
and as a species. 

Allow Freedom to Breathe You
by making Space
Within Yourself
and All that Is. 
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Psychotherapist/Clinical Social Worker 
Class of 1999

Like many young people, I entered college unsure of what I wanted to 
study, but aware of an underlying interest in language, religion, and 

the search for truth. I liked art, poetry, and big ideas. My initial declared 
major was literature, but I soon transitioned my focus to philosophy, 
when I found myself less interested in the manifestation of ideas in art 
or literature than in the underlying structure and coherence of ideas 
themselves. My first philosophy class was an intensive 3-week course on 
Existentialism (during a dark, record-setting wet January in Oregon). As 
an ennui-filled, angsty teenager, convinced that the world would forever 
misunderstand me, this introduction to philosophy offered an unfamiliar 
experience—of seeing aspects of my own thoughts and feelings, which 
others had often judged as “moody” or “crazy,” reflected back at me in 
dense and intricate texts, backed by the legitimacy of the academy and 
the esteem of the discipline of philosophy. Despite pop culture images 
of philosophy majors as black-turtleneck-clad, logic-obsessed, annoying 
know-it-alls doomed to perpetual underemployment, I took the plunge 
and changed majors. (I may have worn some black and played the role 
of the annoying know-it-all at some college parties along the way, too.)

My entry into the study of philosophy offered intellectual growth as 
well as emotional support: here I found a classroom environment where 
I could ask those “weird,” fundamental questions about “the meaning of 
life” and not be judged or isolated, and where I was taught to systematize 
my methods of inquiry, clarify my use of language, and place ideas and 
concepts in historical context. Soon I began to see the study of philos-
ophy as an exercise in world-view shopping, intellectual tourism, or the 
trying-on of lenses through which to make sense of truth, reality, and 
morality. Philosophy was instrumental in helping me grow beyond the 
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search for “capital-T Truth” and towards a more nuanced understanding 
of multiple truths—how they can be constructed, contingent, more or 
less useful, and intricately bound up with specific historical and political 
moments in time. This was an important intellectual, emotional, and 
developmental shift for me—no longer seeing the world as either/or, and 
beginning to open to the more complicated possibilities of both/and. 

After graduation, I continued to use the skills I learned through my 
philosophy classes as I went on to graduate work at Emory University, 
where I focused on feminist political theory and earned a Ph.D. in 
interdisciplinary cultural studies. At Emory, I drew on specific skills 
from my philosophy training in close reading, precise use of language, 
and construction/deconstruction of arguments, as well as content-based 
knowledge in philosophical terms, schools of thought, and important 
figures in intellectual history. This knowledge and these skills continued 
to be honed and practiced as I finished up my coursework and began 
to teach classes in writing, women’s studies, and cultural studies. My 
background in philosophy was especially important as I worked as a 
professor of writing, with its focus on language and argumentation.   

After Emory, I moonlighted as an adjunct professor while holding 
jobs in museums, research administration, and program evaluation. I 
continued to use skills and knowledge gained from philosophy throughout 
this work, especially in my work with research and evaluation, where 
I had to practice taking in large amounts of information, effectively 
identify underlying themes, arguments, and connections between dis-
parate elements, and then crystallize these themes in concise language. 
My exposure to the history of philosophy in undergraduate coursework 
sparked my interest in intellectual history, which came in handy when 
working in museum environments as well. 

Eventually I landed back in Oregon and decided to return to school 
for a Master’s in Social Work. I now work as a psychotherapist and clinical 
social worker in Portland. This work integrates emotional, somatic, and 
intellectual elements, and I continue to draw on skills and knowledge 
gained from my philosophical training. My exposure and experience with 
understanding philosophical schools and traditions taught me how to 
learn and use theory, which helped me to learn and apply theories from 
psychology and psychotherapy. In addition, with each client I see, I use 
those same skills in intellectual tourism to get outside of my worldview 
and try to really understand clients’ experiences through their internal-
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ized and often unexamined conceptual maps of meaning and beliefs. In 
some ways, each client offers a collection of new theories to “read” and 
understand, and to empathetically offer curiosity about the underlying 
arguments, associations, inconsistencies and logic behind clients’ expe-
riences and sources of distress. This attunement to ways of seeing and 
being—a skill honed through philosophical training—helps me build 
relationships with my clients, to better understand their internal worlds, 
and to suggest specific insights and ways of contextualizing thoughts, 
emotion, and behavior appropriate to the underlying “philosophy” that 
client brings to our session. 

Beyond their uses in my profession, this practiced attentiveness to 
underlying, unexamined arguments, associations, beliefs, and their im-
pact on experience has had an impact on my personal life as well: these 
skills help me better understand myself and my relationships, as well 
as to make sense of the massive amount of information that comes at 
me on a daily basis from news and social media. My experience with 
philosophy also has helped me cultivate an appreciation for the pure aes-
thetic beauty of ideas and arguments, to hold reverence for the elegance 
of a well-crafted argument (even if I don’t agree with its premises or 
conclusion). This not only adds quality and joy to my lived experience; 
it helps me maintain respect and appreciation for people with whom I 
may not agree—a rare experience in today’s polarized political situation. 
Despite some criticisms of the discipline of philosophy as Eurocentric 
and patriarchal, I have found that the skills I learned from philosophy 
have helped me better understand and connect with people different 
from me, and to be open and curious about their inner worlds in ways 
that I may not have been otherwise. 
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Freelance Writer and Editor 
Class of 1999 

I am a freelance writer and editor. Working mostly in the realm of 
speculative fiction, I’ve published more than forty short stories, written 

tie-in fiction for award-winning role-playing games, and recently released 
my third novel. I have also won the Hugo Award—one of science fiction’s 
top honors—for my work on the editorial team of Lightspeed Magazine.

But I was a terrible philosophy student. In survey classes, I dozed off 
during lectures. On quizzes I often strained to find enough to fill the 
blank spaces provided by my detail-hungry professors. I wanted only to 
read until I found an idea that sparked my imagination and then spend 
the rest of my time reveling in my thoughts about those shining jewels. 
Who cared about Wittgenstein? I had so much to say about Foucault!

In some ways, I haven’t changed much. As a freelance writer, eighty 
percent of my job is shouting: “Here’s what I have to say! Listen to me!” 
And although I primarily write science fiction and fantasy, what I have 
to say is still usually about the stuff of philosophy. Behind the glossy 
veneer of battles with fantastical monsters, I am usually talking about 
how to live the best kind of life. Part the overgrowth of a distant planet, 
and I am trying to address our relationship to language—about how the 
ways we name the world around us can influence the way we relate to it. 
I’ve found fiction to be a wonderful place to dig into the big questions 
of the nature of reality and our place in it.

I’d also say that every year, I grow a deeper appreciation for the work 
my poor suffering professors did in the classroom. When I edit other 
writers, I find myself returning time and again to the tools those philos-
ophy instructors gave me. I make sure my writers carefully define their 
terms, never skip over any step of their arguments, and always, always 
let logic be their guide. In fact, in science fiction and fantasy, logic is 
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perhaps the most critical element of world-building. For a reader to fully 
surrender their sense of disbelief, they must trust the writer completely. 
The imaginary world must make sense before it can become wondrous, 
and writers who forgets this does so at their own peril.

As a writer, I believe many of my most useful tools have come from 
studying philosophy, and that I was better served by my time spent 
contemplating epistemology and metaphysics than I would have been by 
more classes in the English department. Simply put, studying philosophy 
gave me more tools for discussing the way the world works and the way 
language functions. Philosophers use language in very precise and clear 
ways, and they have created a vocabulary that can laser in on important 
functions of the mind and word.

I am never happier to have that vocabulary than when I’m teaching 
classes on fiction. You can give new writers exercises and read them 
samples, but sometimes giving them a new way to talk about language 
changes the way they create it. I know that when I think about how 
language works, I do better work as a writer.

I have always wanted to be a writer, and I’m certain I would still be 
one even I’d majored in English or history or any of the ten thousand 
topics that fascinated me when I first started college. But philosophy 
gives me the ability to connect all those shining ideas and fascinating 
pieces of information and do more with them.

Even when I’m not writing, I am grateful for the philosophical ideas 
and tools I learned in college. During my daughter’s youngest years, I loved 
noticing all the little developmental milestones she passed through, her 
brain acquiring language and a theory of other minds and the rudiments 
of ethics. She wasn’t just some cute spud growing up; she was a model 
of everything we’d talked about in Philosophy of Mind, a wondrous 
example of neurology and nurture spinning together. Everyone loves 
watching their kids grow up, but I think my studies in philosophy gave 
me a deeper appreciation for the experience.

In fact, I might be biased, but I like to think that what I got out of my 
philosophy degree comes into play every single day. When I’m choosing 
between those store brand cashews and the fair trade ones, the choice 
is made because I have tried to build a consistent ethical framework in 
my life, not because I have a coupon. When my daughter asks me how 
she should choose her future college major in a time when the economy 
seems to only reward hedge fund managers, I give her the wisdom of 
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the Stoics and the existentialists and a healthy dose of American prag-
matism. And when times are hard and I get a bad review, I turn to the 
same texts, perhaps with a healthy dose of Taoist writings. When life 
gives me lemons, I make philosophical lemons. 

So what have I done with a philosophy degree? Well, since college, 
I’ve been a pizza cook, a sheet music salesperson, a legal secretary, a stay-
at-home mom, an art teacher, a birthday entertainer, a house cleaner, 
and the ticket taker at the local children’s museum. I’ve achieved my 
childhood dreams of publishing my fiction. 

You can do any of those things without a philosophy degree, of course. 
But with one, you get to think a lot more about just what you’re doing 
and what it means in the grand scale of the universe. If the unexamined 
life isn’t worth living, then I’m glad I’m living the life philosophy lets 
me look at, deeply and happily. 
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Owner, Big Island Coffee Roasters/Paradise Coffee Roasters 
Class of 2004

When I was a freshman in high school, I had to take this really 
stupid course called “Focus”. To this day, it’s still one of the worst 

classes I’ve ever attended. And Focus did not benefit from the football 
coach’s pedagogy. “Alls you gots to do is…” he’d say, instructing us how 
to put together mock resumes and cover letters, writing checks, giving 
and taking mock interviews with classmates. We took personality tests. 
I hated it. The class felt like such a waste of time. 

Throughout the semester, our teacher (coach) would repeatedly ask 
us, “What’d ya wanna do for the rest of your life?” I hated that question 
so much because it seemed absolutely impossible to answer and thus 
absurd. I still cringe a bit to think of it. But now I refer to that question 
fondly as “The First Domino”. It was the first persistent, obnoxiously 
poignant question of purpose and action to ever chime through my 
head. And it threw me onto a second domino: studying philosophy at 
Pacific University.

After my first philosophy class, I knew right away I couldn’t devote 
my time and energy focusing on anything else. I’d initially gone to 
college for writing. But I couldn’t get around certain unanswered ques-
tions and curious observations. Studying literature, history, physics or 
chemistry felt like a distraction. I was missing out on something more: 
inquiry into fundamental principles, into the deepest wells of human 
knowledge and understanding. I felt like everyone else was learning the 
“what” while I was trying to unravel the “why” and the “how”. So the 
dominoes continued to fall. 

Then I graduated. But I still didn’t have an answer to The First Dom-
ino. So, instead of consuming and generating questions via text, I did 
so via experience. How was I going to know what to do with my life if 
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I’d hardly done anything up to that point? Philosophy sparked inquiry, 
inquiry ignited meaning, and meaning fueled purpose. 

Today I am a…coffee farmer/entrepreneur? I have two business engines 
running now and working on building the third, so much of my day is 
spent communicating, managing, developing products and basically just 
doing whatever needs to be done to keep moving forward, whether it’s 
conference calls, logistics, or other daily responsibilities (such as roasting 
and bagging coffee). 

Now, I could tell you how philosophy laid the foundation for my 
problem solving, critical thinking and analyzing skills; how it taught 
me to clarify my thinking; how it made me acutely aware of the power 
and sensitivity of communication and its significance in all aspects of 
life; and how these tools had and have a dramatically positive impact. 
But you probably already know that because it’s true for many people. 
For me, the “secret sauce” of philosophy was this nugget of wisdom: if 
you don’t ask the important questions and discover or create the answers, 
somebody else is going to do it for you. 

With this understanding, I live with much more purpose, passion, 
intensity, curiosity and joy. And I feel empowered, stable and capable, 
like I can do nearly anything because I’ve learned how to learn. Studying 
philosophy made me a destroyer and applying it made me a creator. En-
gaging this process gives me a deep sense of understanding, fulfillment and 
peace. And, honestly, it makes me a better person to myself and others. 

Today, I still have no clue what I’m going to do for the rest of my 
life. I don’t even know what I’m going to do next week. But I’m willing 
and prepared to figure it out. I can gaze into the eyes of the moment 
with resolve. 
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Optometrist 
Class of 2005

I knew I was going to be an optometrist well before I started college. In 
fact, I chose to go to Pacific University for the very fact that I wanted 

to attend its college of optometry immediately after my undergraduate 
studies. Interestingly enough, although I knew exactly what I was going 
to do with my life upon stepping into college, I could not have been more 
lost and clueless about what my life meant or if anything I was going 
to do would really be important. I guess you could say that up until 
that point, I had spent all my life planning on the “what” without ever 
having to take moment to think about the “why;” I set out to dedicate 
my undergraduate education to explore this fundamental question and 
(hopefully) get it all figured out before I started optometry school.

In case there was any question as to how dedicated I was to this en-
deavor to sort myself out, by the end of my first semester of college I had 
declared three majors—all of which I ended up graduating with, and I am 
happy to say that all of which I owe greatly to shaping me into the person 
I am today. The very first major I chose, however, was philosophy. If I 
was going to figure out my life, what better way than to study a subject 
in which “wisdom” was literally in much of the course titles? Fortunately, 
my courses in philosophy were more than just that. As I am sure most 
other philosophy majors can attest, I learned how to develop a number 
of means to analyze complex issues, and over time I cultivated a habit of 
critical thinking that could be carried on to any profession as well as to 
everyday life. Moreover, I became better at reflection, not just on who I 
am, but also on my decisions and the world around me. And yes, a lot of 
times, this kind of reflection can be for pragmatic purposes, so one can 
become a better person, make better decisions, make the world a better 
place, etc. But equally important, this kind of reflection just allows one 
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to reach an acceptance of oneself or the surrounding circumstances, and 
I think that peace of mind is just as valuable.

Now, how is all this “useful” to my occupation as an optometrist? 
At least in my case, during my undergraduate education I was very 
fortunate to have been able to take courses relating to the philosophy of 
science as well as to ethics and values. As healthcare professionals, prac-
tically everything we learn to better evaluate and manage the problems 
of our patients is based off of a scientific study or review of some form. 
Studying the philosophy of science gave me a better understanding and 
appreciation of the deliberate yet organic nature of the scientific method 
and the way in which we have arrived at all of our scientific knowledge 
(including everything I know about the eyes); that is something I think 
anyone going into a medical field should receive at least a minimal lesson 
in as the very manner in which we all practice our professions rests on 
this foundation.

I also owe much of my patient management philosophy to what I 
have learned in my ethics courses. These lessons certainly helped me to 
think about what it means to prioritize the well-being of a patient. To be 
sure, when managing the eye care needs of your patients, a vast majority 
of the time these situations are pretty cut and dry with just the textbook 
knowledge that you learned in school. Other times though, let us say 
you have patients with macular degeneration or glaucoma but they are 
near the end of their life or they have terminal illness, and smoking is the 
only thing that gets them through each day or they would rather not be 
troubled with eye drops in the final months of their lives; taking a mo-
ment to contemplate what is truly best for a patient’s livelihood (instead 
of just treating their medical conditions) might allow you to side more 
with the patient’s wishes even if it goes against what you learned in the 
textbooks. Moreover, you are better equipped to educate the patient to 
be a part of their own medical decision making for the benefit of their 
own situation and needs. While you may not necessarily need a philos-
ophy class to teach you that sort of thinking, I would say that a certain 
type of philosophical and ethical contemplation is indispensable when 
a healthcare professional is making decisions that affect the quality of 
life of patients.

Even with all I have benefited from my philosophy major, I do not 
claim to have my life figured out by any means. Like anyone, I get caught 
up with the little things in life from time to time. I, too, have bad days, 
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and I get frustrated with traffic jams and long lines at the grocery mar-
ket every so often. I still occasionally have questions pop into my mind 
of what my life means or why I am in my profession. Nevertheless, I 
am more reassured knowing that I have the mental tools to understand 
these things, and I cannot be more content with my life. While I would 
strongly recommend a philosophy major to any individuals who, like 
me, have kept themselves awake at night just thinking about the big 
things and little things in life, I believe there is an important lesson for 
anyone in the study of philosophy. It may be something very general that 
helps you shape your outlook on the universe, or it may be something 
very specific that you might even find useful for your work. As with 
most things, results may vary, but it is hard to go wrong when you are 
essentially exploring the underlying questions in life. 
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Owner, Newberg Mail Room Shipping Company 
Class of 2005

I didn’t even know you could get a degree in philosophy.
I was working at Slaveway as a donut fryer (fictitious name used 

due to settlement agreement). It sucked, so I worked hard and eight years 
later my job was in district management. I thought that the higher up the 
ladder I went the less it would suck but maybe I wasn’t high enough up 
the ladder because it still sucked. When I targeted my next promotion, I 
was informed that since I didn’t have a college degree I had reached the 
top of my ladder. What? That pissed me off. I was a top performer with 
untapped potential and they were limiting me because I didn’t have a 
college degree. Understanding that I wasn’t going to change the oppres-
sive corporate culture (I tried but they ‘resisted’ and hence the settlement) 
I re-evaluated my life and decided to go to college.

I didn’t know anything about college degrees nor did I have a passion 
that I wanted follow but after my first year the two areas of study that 
fascinated me were Environmental Sciences and Philosophy. The first of 
which required extensive math courses and I’ve always struggled with 
math, so I had to look seriously at Philosophy. Like I said, I didn’t even 
know you could get a degree in Philosophy nor could I have imagined 
what I would do with it or what it would do to me, but I went for it any-
way and three years later with my Philosophy degree in hand I landed a 
job with General Motors. I was an eBusiness Coordinator with a home 
office job, great pay and light travel to the three surrounding states and it 
sounded great! Off to Michigan I went for two weeks training and on the 
first day I knew it was a mistake when they changed my job description 
to Sales Representative and my work area to include thirteen states and 
two Canadian provinces. Same old oppressive corporate culture with 
no concern for the individual. 

molly mcdonnell
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I was determined to find a career path that would fulfill my soul 
and pay my bills but while slogging through another dysfunctional cor-
porate culture it became obvious that very few corporate jobs would 
fulfill my soul. I came to realize that my uniqueness was an obstacle at 
the corporate environment but it could be the key to success in micro 
environments. Six years after walking away from Slaveway I purchased 
a small shipping company. I didn’t know anything about shipping but 
what I did know was that studying Philosophy taught me how to think 
(not what to think), along with an understanding of how to navigate 
critical inquiry into the fundamentals of right and wrong and that put 
me in a unique position to nurture the corporate culture I longed for.  

My degree in Philosophy has earned me a net worth of over 3 million 
and a company culture that I can be proud of. More importantly, it has 
also given me the knowledge to nurture my soul. It’s one of those degrees 
that you use every day at work and in your daily life. Emphasis on and…. 
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became as much about finding consensus, shaping the organization, 
telling a good story and subtly influencing stakeholders as it was about 
writing code. Again, good soft-skills enabled me to advance my career 
in ways that that were not possible through technical prowess alone.  

So, what does all this have to do with philosophy? I have some 
ideas. In the high-tech industry people are often hired based on how 
quickly and succinctly they can regurgitate technical information in a 
high pressure interviewing situation. Ironically, beyond a solid technical 
foundation, it seems, organizations desperately need technical people 
who can form sound arguments and think deeply within a broad range 
of subjects. These soft skills are often neglected in the hiring processes 
and are often antithetical to a rigorous engineering education, where 
students are evaluated on the basis of finding the “right” solution. 
What is lacking is an ability to confront ambiguity and established 
assumptions; issues that are met head-on in the study of Philosophy.   

The cliché has it that innovation arrives by “thinking outside the 
box”, but a conventional engineering education is mired squarely “in-
side the box”, with very little preparation or hope of step out of it. 
As a result, innovation relies on rare individuals that are sociable, 
thoughtful, curious and technically astute. I’ve been fortunate to work 
with several such innovative thinkers and I’ve noticed they typically 
have unusually backgrounds. Music, art, athletics, religion, crafts, 
and unusually hobbies and intellectual pursuits often accompany their 
technical proclivities. These “unicorns” are well rounded people, in 
the Liberal Arts sense, and I believe they are elusive partly because 
well-roundedness is considered superfluous to a “practical” engineering 
curriculum. 

My education and continued interest in Philosophy is something 
I use daily. Of course, I believe that this makes me a more effective 
employee, but beyond this there is an important personal dimension. 
It has to do with finding meaning and comprehending the broader 
implications of my professional life, where I spend most of my waking 
hours. For example, the epistemological differences between program-
ing an algorithm and training a neural network is a transition from 
reductive to phenomenological thinking. This, in turn, invokes a huge 
body of Cartesian and phenomenological philosophy that helps locate 
aspects of my professional life in the universe of ideas. Trying to fig-
ure out the philosophical underpinnings my professional life isn’t the 








