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sion which the figure of Socrates, and the way he carried out his |

dls?ussions with his fellow citizens, produced on his contempo-
raries, especially on his disciples. In the case of the Socratic dia-
logues written by Plato, the originality of literary form consists
not so much in the use of a discourse divided into questions and
answers (dialectical discourse existed long before Socrates) as in
the assigning of the central role to Socrates. The result is a unique
relationship: between the author and his work, on the one hac111d
and, on the other, between the author and Socrates. The aluthmi
pretends not to be involved in his work, apparently content merel
to reproduce a debate which once opposed conflicting theses; a)é
most, we can presume that he prefers the thesis which he ma,kes
Socrates defend. In a sense, then, he takes on the mask of Socrates
Sth is the situation we find in Plato’s dialogues. Plato in hi.s
own individuality never appears in them. The author doesn’t even
intervene to say that it was he who composed the dialogues, and
he does not include himself in the discussions which take : lace
beWeen the interlocutors. On the other hand, neither doél)s he
specify what, in the remarks which are recorded, belongs to Socra-
Ees and what be.longs to him. In some dialogues, it is therefore of-
, ;Ilitz}fgzmely difficult to distinguish what is Socratic from what is
Thus, shortly after his death, Socrates appears as a mythical

figure. And it is precisely thi i
y this myth of Socrates which has indeli
marked the whole history of philosophy. e indelbly

.

SOCRATIC IGNORANCE AND THE CRITIQUE OF
- SOPHISTIC KNOWLEDGE *

Inh 'the Apology, Plato reconstructs, in his own way, the speech
Z\; Ifih Socrates gave before his judges in the trial in which he was
Ddemned to death. Plato tells how Chaerephon, one of Socrates’

,
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friends, had asked the Delphic oracle if there was anyone wiser
(sophos) than Socrates.” The oracle had replied that no one was
wiser than Socrates. Socrates wondered what the oracle could pos-
sibly have meant, and began a long search among politicians,
poets, and artisans—people who, according to the Greek tradition
discussed in the previous chapter, possessed wisdom or know-
how—in order to find someone wiser than he. He noticed that all
these people thought they knew everything, whereas in fact they
knew nothing. Socrates then concluded that if in fact he was the
wisest person, it was because he did ot think he knew that which
he did not know. What the oracle meant, therefore, was that the
wisest human being was “he who knows that he is worth nothing
as far as knowledge is concerned.” This is precisely the Platonic
definition of the philosopher in the dialogue entitled the Sympo-
sium: the philosopher knows nothing, but he is conscious of his
ignorance.

Socrates task—entrusted to him, says the Apology, by the Del-
phic oracle (in other words, the god Apollo)—was therefore to
ngmze their lack of knowledge and of wis-
dom. In order to accomplish this mission, Socrates himself
adopted the attitude of someone who knew nothing—an attitude
of naiveté. This is the well-known Socratic irony: the feigned igno-
rance and candid air with which, for instance, he asked questions
in order to find out whether someone was wiser than he. In the
words of a character from the Republic® “That’s certainly Socrates’
old familiar irony! I knew it. I predicted to everyone present, Soc-
rates, that you'd refuse to reply, that you'd feign ignorance, and
that you'd do anything but reply if someone asked you a question.”

This is why Socrates is always the questioner in his discussions.
As Aristotle remarked, “He admits that he knows nothing”” Ac-
cording to Cicero, “Socrates used to denigrate himself, and con-
ceded more than was necessary to the interlocutors he wanted to
refute. Thus, tth anigzi_r_x_ggggt_hg‘, he took plea-
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sure in that, dissimulation which the Greeks call ‘irony.”® In fact,

however, such an attitude is not a form of artifice or intentional
dissimulation. Rather, it is a kind of humor which refuses to take

oneself or other people entirely seriously; for everything human
and even everything philosophical, is highly uncertain, and w

e
have no right to be proud of it. Socrates’ mi

ssion, then, was to
make people aware of their lack of knowledge.
THiS Was a revolution in the concept of knowledge. To be sure,

Socrates could and willingly did address himself to the common
people, who had only conventional knowledgg and acted b?l-l—fun-
der the influence of prejudices without any basis in reflection,
order to show them that their so-called knowledge had no foun-
dation. Above all, however, Socrates addressed himself to those
who had been persuaded by their education that they possessed
Knowledge. Prior to Socrates, there had been two types of such
people. On the one hand, there had been the aristocrats of knowl-
edge, or masters of wisdom and truth, such as Parmenides,
Empedocles, and Heraclitus, who opposed their theories to the ig-
norance of the mob. On the other hand, there had been the demo-
crats of knowledge, who claimed to be able to sell their knowledge
to all comers; these were, of course, the Sophists. For Socrates,
knowledge was not an ensemble of propositions and formulas
which could be written, communicated, or sold ready-made. This
is apparent at the beginning of the Symposium. Socrates arrives
late because he has been outside meditating,
and “applying his mind to itself”
Agathon, who is the host, asks him to
“by contact with you . .
which you have just stu
plies Socrates, “i
from what is m
knowledge; ‘is

o4

in

standing motionless
When he enters the rpom,
come sit next to him, so that
- I may profit from this windfall of wisdom
mbled across.” “How nice it would be,” re-
f wisdom were the kind of thing that could flow
ore full into what is more empty.” This means that
not a prefabricated object, or a finished content

b
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which can be directly transmitted by writing or by just any dis
Cm\ll\rfsfi;n Socrates claims that he kno.ws only'orTe th{ng;ﬁ;?gizi
that he does not know anything—he is repudﬁ;cn:ig t (:IeltSistS tions!
concept of knowledge. His philosophical metho cd st o' 4
transmitting knowledge (w. icb W(?uk; ?1?;; Cr;f;znf ;:zghe s i
iples’ questions) but in_questioning his , :
1?531 e;Sot(llling to say to them or teach them, so far as th;s‘ic?tesoi;e;g
content of knowledge is concerned. Socx'fatlc irony coe’q oo In pre-
tending that one wants to learn qnmet.hme: frOfn one’s erlocl:
tor, in order to bring him to_the pomt'of dlsxiop\iifig
knows nothing of the area in which he rlmn.jc to o e
Yet this critique of knowledge, although it seems en ozfes o
tive, has a double meaning. On the one hand, it presugbp e it
k@led.g&and—t;&th’ as we have already seen, cannot be recet

. —elf
readv-made, but must be engendered by the mdlvuilual Elms;h
— : talks w
is i in the Theaetetus that when he
This is why Socrates says i : \ Nl
i e 0 .
other people, he comxs_hmselmt-h—ihemro ‘ f_m;dmit’:;;k
imself knows nothing and teaches nothing, but is content to
i i inte tions which
q esti it i > questions and interrogatio
uestions; and it is Socrates’ qu , s
help his interlocufors to give BIrth t0 their trgth. Such an %0
h : af knowledge 15 found within the soul itself and it is ip t
shows that kKinowiedge 15 found . pto
the individual to discover it, once he has chscFovere(:},l th;:int o
i ledge was empty. From the
Socrates, that his own know e el by
i i Plato expressed this idea m g
view of his own thought, o e
i is the remembrance of a v
sa that all knowledge is ‘ e
th?lslogul has had in a previous existence. We thus have to learn
to remember. . o i
On the other hand, in Socrates the POlI.lt f)f view is whtollin -
ferent. Socrates’ questions do not-lead .hlS mter.locu’corldobe o
something, or to wind up with conclusions which cou oo o
’ .. . :
mulated in the form of propositions on a given subject. Ra
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is because the interlocutor discovers the vanity of his knowledge
that he will at the same time discover his truth. In other words, by
passing from knowledge to himself, he will begin to place himself
in question. In the Socratic dialogue, the real question is less what
is being talked about than who is doing the talking. This is made
explicit by Nicias, one of Plato’s characters:

Don’t you know that whoever approaches Socrates closely and be-
gins a dialogue with him, even if he begins by talking about some-
thing entirely different, nevertheless finds himself forcibly carried
around in a circle by this discourse, until he gets to the point of
having to give an account of himself—as much with regard to the
way he is living now, as to the way he has lived his Ppast existence,
When that point is reached, Socrates doesn’t let you leave until he
has submitted all that to the test of his control, well and thoroughly
- Itis a pleasure for me to keep company with him. I see no harm
in being reminded that I have acted or am acting in a way that is

not good. He who does not run away from this will necessarily be
more prudent in the rest of his life.!!

Thus, Socrates brought his interlocutors to examine and’ be-
come aware of themselves. “Like a ga

gadfly” Soctates harassed his

Wlocutors with questions which placed them in question, and

obliged them to pay attention to themselves and ia takecare of

themselves: “What? Dear friend, you are an Athenian, citizen of a
C i

ity greater and more famous than any other for its science and its
power,and you do not blush at the fact that you give care {o your
fortune, in order to increase it as much as possible, and to your
reputation and your honors; but when it comes to your'thought,
to your truth, to your soul, which you ought to be improving, you
have noycare for it, and you don’t think of jt!” (Apology, 29d—e)
The point was thus no so much to qu
knowledge we think we have,

# . .
ues which guide our own live
-t

estion the apparent
as to question ourselves and the val-
s. In the last analysis, Socrates’ inter-

e ettt

s
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. . .
2

i He -
jdea of why he acts. : he. :
discourse, and of his own internal contradictions. He doubts b_\m.

self; and, like Socrates, he come . . -
;3; ,he d:)es this, however, he assumes a distance w1‘;h zga;lrc; ti
. enti-
i its i ts, one of which henceforth 1
himself. He splits into two parts, clorth ldent
i i in the mutual accord whic
fies itself with Socrates, in ' e
demands from his interlocutor at each stage of "the chscussiz)on
The interlocutor thus acquires awareness and begins to ques
himself. .
The real problem is therefore not the proﬁ)lem of knov;f;;xgat -
ing in this or that way: “I have no conc
or that, but of being in this or | concern ot 8
ned about: financial affairs,
for what most people are concer : o
ministration of property, appointments to genera5h1pls, foretltco;lscaI
. " " ons.
i i i istracies, coalitions, political facti
triumphs in public, magis )
did ncf)t take this path . . . but rather the one where 1 COl‘lld do t}tlz
i ticular, by persnading you t¢
od to each one of you in par ) .
?ﬁimmmwman with what you gzg s0
that you may make yourselves as éxcellent and as rational as pc;s}s;;
i oflu
; i is call to being not only by means
ble” Socrates practiced this ¢ ‘ "
interrogations and his irony, but above all jby means of his way
being, by his way of life, and by his very being.

THE CALL FROM “INDIVIDUAL" TO “INDIVIDUAL

Doing philosophy no longer meant, as the Sophists hafi it3 acqui—
i - ophig; it meant questioning our-
ing knowledge, know-how, or s oning 0w

hat we are not wha g
lves, because we have the feeling t : W i
iz be. This was to be the defining role of the phzlo;opher t‘;lh; }fpeeerl
' i i —i ’s Symposium. In turn, -

son who desires wisdom—in Plato’s :
i f Socrates, we have

ineg comes from the fact that, in the pc?rson o :
ELgcountered a personality which, by its mere presence, obliges
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those who approach it to question themselves. This is what
Alcibiades allows us to understand at the end of the Symposium. It
is in Alcibiades’ speech in praise of Socrates that the representa-
tion of the Individual appears, perhaps for the first time in history.
This is the Individual dear to Kierkegaard—the Individual as
unique and unclassifiable personality. Normally, says Alcibiades,
there are different types or classifications of individuals. For in-
stance, there is the “great general, noble and courageous,” like
Achilles in Homeric times; or, among contemporaries, Brasidas,
the Spartan leader. There is also the “clever and eloquent states-

man”: Nestor in Homeric times, and nowadays Pericles. Socrates,
by contrast, is impossible to classify; he cannot be compared with
any other man. At most, he could be compared with Silenoi or

Satyrs. He is atopos, meaning strange, extravagant, absurd, un-

classifiable, disturbing. In the Theaetetus, Socrates says of himself:
“F terly disturbing [a

—anrwtberly disturbing {oposl, and I create onl perplexity
(apoia) ™ ) T

There is something fascinating about this unique personality,
which exerts a kind of magical attraction. According to Alcibiades,
Socrates’ philosophical discourse bites the heart like a viper,
provokes in the soul a state of philosophical possession,
and drunkenness; in other words, t
bowled over.

and °
delirium,
he listener’s soul is completely
¥ It is important to emphasize that Socrates acts
upon his listeners in an irrational way, by the emotions he pro-
vokes and the love he inspires. In a dialogue written by Socrates’
disciple Aeschines of Sphettos, Socrates says with regard to
Alcibiades that although he (Socrates) is not able to teach Alcibi-
ades anything useful—which is not surprising, since Socrates does
not know anything—he nevertheless thinks he can make him a
better persons, thanks to the love he feels for him, and because he
lives with him." In the Theages—a dialogue wrongly attributed to
Plato but actyially written between 369 and 345 B.c, and thus
probably during Plato’s lifetime'>—a disciple tells Socrates that,

,
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 weroumeorsocams 3

when he is near him and touches h1§n In ttli
s says again and again that Socrateg mcixlnt -
effect on him: “I was in such a state. tha

Jive while behaving as I was behaving. .. .
myself that I do not take care for my-

still makes progress
Symposium, Alcibiac'le
tions have a disturbing
did not seem possible to
He forces me to admit to
.”16

i ' tes is ‘ - tha:

1? < rg; i};laetcso(;c‘:riry, says Alcibiades, one’s ﬁ:st unpﬁess;%x:) ‘1;
S}E : r;is discourses seem utterly ridiculous: “He ta <§’ bout
paa::ksaddled asses, blacksmiths, shoemakers, and tanners;

»17
ways seems to repeat the same p

Sel more eloquent or more brilliant than

hrases on the same subjects.

. 1t 0
Here Alcibiades seems to be alluding to Socrates’ habitual arg

; — ) b
t (which we find in the Socratic reminiscences written Dy
ment_(w

cnt ( . . o
Xenophon)'® according to which he W

th,
order to learn the trade o

1

s text, the
¢ to go. In Xenophon's >

however, they don’t know Where;.-,._’g, he always repeats the

Sophist Hippias remarks to Socrates that he S this willinghy,

; e phrases on the same subjects.” Socrates afdrmts' "y cor;-
ig?vhfch his interlocutor replies that he, HlPP‘:“ij q‘um;out justice.

. thing new, even i itisa

v, always tries to say some . say that
tSrar”tes erY much wants to know what Hippias Cou;g iyas re-
(;Csnrixew on a subject which ought not to C}fal,lge; but. s‘g)ci‘ “You
}vuses to respond until Socrates gives his opinion (In }us ue;stion—
have been making fun of others long enough, by ‘IN?Y Y?)urself to

. : ting to explain
: them, without ever wan A

ing and refuﬁnt%;et for,th your opinion.” Socrates replies: -Isever

. it m
stop showing what I think is just. If nqt in wo.rd's, Ihsh(:l\;\; er}s’on};

actli)ons » This means, in the last analysis, that I1t1s the SJ P
life and existence which best determine what ]uSt:l:e ;t he individ-
Socrates’ powerful individuality was able to awake

anybody or to
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uality of his interlocutors,
We have seen the joy whi
%nm to questioning;
influence. He felt nothing but sha

tes co .

himsei‘l? (gil)’ urge his interlocutor to examine hi
o the test. In order fi ;

as Nicias says, or a dialogue to be esta

and of his life, the
‘ , person wh
along with Socrates, e

questioning ourselve
§ occur only whe indivi
scended and i n our individuality i -
cented by wh V;iehnse to( the level of universality, whichtyiS Srtran
at the two interlocutors have in common epre-

SOCRATES KNOWLEDGE, OR THE ABSOLUTE VALUE
. OF MORAL INTENT
e have glimpsed what Socrates’ I
e xnowledge can be, '
above noﬁllcii oftlgzi)vgledge. Socrgtes says again and agai?xvte}fa: Il?ld
o mothi gl,ink ] ¢ has nothing to teach to others, and thai
themselves. Yet we ca?ur atthleer;stexl/z:zs da1 nd ﬁistzover et by
her _ ‘ nder whether ’
him‘;\;llef.c‘iie ;1;2; EL‘Socrf;rces himself had discovered, l:l;iriemv;’:lsgl a;?il in
o P Of,;;; olm'the Apology, in which knowledge is oIlj
I the pasacne o ow. ec%ge, aﬂows us to hazard this conjec’éhrepH
i s Vo,u ‘ Sc;ates imagines that other people might sa ;o
b pinch Yolu . mamed to have lived the kind of life which Xow
i fouows. ttyortal danger?” Socrates claims he would re
ot ollow i.s W;):ddo not speak well, my friend, if you thinI;
v g isw 1 something f)ught to calculate the risks of
ying, instead of considering only, when he asctz

’

ifet t'hfzir reactions vary tremendously.
N .bc' 1dN1c1as felt when Socrates subjecteci
Cibiades, for his part, tried to resist his

piuence ¥ ' me before Socrates, and i
pe his attraction, he sometimes wished for his )dcaa'chmsordér
. Socra-

mself and put
: blished whi
e ra whic
lead the individual to give an account of himselft:
with Socrates m i
t ) ust submit,
ot th Socrate rea(; (;d;eldemtﬁnds of rational discourse—that is
- in other words, carin ’
g for ourselves and
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whether he is acting justly or unjustly, and whether his deeds are

 those of a good man or a bad one” From this point of view, what

appears as lack of knowledge is the fear of death: “For to fear
death, Gentlemen, is nothing other than to think one is wise when
one is not, for it means to think one knows what one does not
Kknow. No one knows whether death might not be the greatest of
goods for man, but people fear it as if they were perfectly certain it
is the greatest of evils. Yet how could it be anything but the most
shameful ignorance to think one knows what one does not
know?™?® Socrates. for his part, knows that he knows nothing

about death. NeverW-
cerning an entirely di iect: “I do, however, know that

w
comW&M&s, whether God or
man, is_bad and shame [ Therefore, I shall never fear or flee
something whose badness or goodness I am ignorant of, as op-
posed to those evils which I know are bad””

Tt is most interesting to note that here knowledge and lack-of-
knowledge have to do not with concepts, but with values: on the
one hand, the value of death; on the other, the value of moral good
and moral evil. Socrates knows nothing about the value which
ought to be attributed to death, because it is not in his power, and
because the experience of his own death escapes him by defi-
nition. Yet he does know the value of moral action and intention,
for they do depend upon his choice, his decision, and his engage-
ment. They therefore have their origin within him. Here again,
knowledge is not a series of propositions or an abstract theory, but
the certainty of choice, decision, and initiative. Knowledge is not
just plain knowing, but knowing—what—ought—to—be—preferred,

and hence knowing how to live. And it is this knowledge of value
which guides him in his discussions with his interlocutors: “And if
some one of you objects and claims that he does care (for intelli-
gence, for truth, and for the best state of his soul), then I will not
release him on the spot and go away, but I will question him, ex-
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amine him, and refute him; and if he does not seem to me to have
acquired virtue, but says that he has, I will reproach him with at-
tributing the least importance to what is worth the most, and the
most importance to what is most base.”2!

This knowledge of value is taken from Socrates’ inner experi-
ence—the experience of a choice which implicates him entirely.
Here once more, then, the only knowledge consists in a personal
discovery which comes from within. Such interiority is reinforced
in Socrates by the idea of the daimon, that divine voice which, he
says, speaks to him and stops him from doing certain things. Was

this a mystical experience or a mythical image? It is difficult to say.

In any case, we can see in it a kind of figure of what later was called

moral conscience.

Socrates seems to have admitted implicitly that an innate desire
for the good exists in all human beings. This is the sense in which
he presented himself as a simple midwife whose role was limited
to making his interlocutors discover their inner possibilities. We
can now better understand the meaning of the Socratic paradox
according to which no one is evil willingly; or, in another formu.
lation, virtue is knowledge.?* He Ineans that if human beings com-

Jﬁi&mmmmﬁse they think they will therehy find good.
If they are virtuous, it is because they know, with all their soul and
all their being, where the true good lies. The philosopher’s entire
role will therefore consist in permitting his interlocutor to “real-
ize,” in the strongest sense of the word, what the true good is and

what true value is. At the basis of Socratic knowledge is love, of the
good.” '

The content of Socratic knowledge is thus essentially “the abso-
lute value of moral intent,” and the certainty provided by the

choice of this value. This expression is, of course, modern, and

Socrates would not have used it. It can, however, help underscore

the entire'range of the Socratic message. Indeed, we can say that a

value is absolute for a person when that person is ready to die for
)

’
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that value. This is Socrates™ attitude concern'ing “that wl;cshr ﬁ
o meaning justice, duty, and moral pur}ty. As Socra
bes{t —veral times in the Apology, he prefers de?th and 4angg.xnteps
b emoun his duty and his mission.” In the Crito, Plato imagi
ifx%? gggg’cges makes the Laws of Athens speak‘: they makeali:; ul};
derstand that if he tries to flee ‘and escape h;s cc;r;cilseg:dienc,e e
e vt e s oo e above wat s just A5
; t not place nis 1
tS};ecj:Z:,sgsslilusgenPhcido: “If I had not 1’110}1g1.r1tth ’chaf3 ;;caxlvtis ‘;1’}11(1)2'1?
just and more beautiful to leave up :Zt‘;l}; ggl toeﬂ]ze O ape
. g:)aze(sieaiiiel;cloyunfgsoci:su vpirgglgl;ave been in Megara or Boeotia
my

what was ‘best.)”?

This absolute value of moral choice ilso appears én ;I;Zﬂ;:efeeris
tive, when Socrates declares that “for t1'1e goo i Th,.s here ¥
iﬁ)ivil ;1eiﬂ1er during his life, nor after he is de:;c(lj.l dﬁ;l e
that all, those things that seem fo people ,'ro be e Oni;}nb
-;rty——are not evils for h1‘m. In his eyes, e
il pgyg' ral fault. And there is only one good an one
e;iﬂ 31111111 't.onzlz good. This implies that we rr}ust.not ;voii ;ec)el'xi—f
Ztaently and rigorously examining the way \i/]vlethvg,o in ;);df:rrr tosee !
it is always guided and inspired by VT_hIS will to do g Lo
i xtent, we can say that what interests Socrat?s is not tc chne
fc:: telzleore’;ical and objective contents of morahfy—;thal ;st, wohat
ught to do—but to know if we really, concilete }3,03,, ntto &0
Vv\;;:t we consider just and goc?d——m other w.orisé NS
t. In the Apology, Socrates gIves no theor.etlca xtﬁ ation
3:hy he forces himself to examine his own life a;lnd ! : Of others.
Instead, he contents himself with saying, on tue;t:d . al;d et
this is the mission with v;rhich ;hfuifézyhzi Celnrtirgor e
d, that only suc ‘ th 1 fo
:)}:frs(:e?\i: cl;;?give meaning to life: “An unexamined life is not liv
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able for man.”® Here we find a kind of sketch—still confused and
indistinct—of an idea which would be developed later, in the con-
text of a wholly different problematic, by Kant: morality hinges on
the purity of the intent which guides action. Such purity consists
precisely in giving absolute value to the moral good, and totally re-
nouncing one’s individual interest.
There is, moreover, every indication that such wisdom is never
acquired once and for all. It is not only others that Socrates never
stops testing, but also himself. The purity of moral intent must be

constantly renewed and reestablished. Self-transformation is
never definitive, but demands perpetual reconquest.

CARE OF THE SELF AND CARE OF OTHERS

Speaking of the strangeness of philosophy, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty said that philosophy is “never entirely within the world,

yet never outside the world.”® The same holds true of strange,
unclassifiable Socrates. He, too, was neither in the world nor out-
side it.

On the one hand, in the view of his fellow citizens
a complete reversal of values,

them: “Again, if I say that the

he proposed
which seemed incomprehensible to
greatest good for man happens to be
the following: to spend time every day talking about virtue, as well
as the other things you hear me discussing when I examine myself

and others, and that an unexamined life i not livable for man—
then you will believe me even less”*! (

Socrates’ fellow citizens could not help perceiving his invitation
to question all their values and their entire way of acting, and to
take care fog, themselves, as a radical break with daily life, with the
habits and conventions o

f everyday life, and with the world which
they were fémﬂiar. What is more, this invitation to take care for
themselves seemed like a call to detach themselves from the city,

«& :
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i imself somehow outside the wo.rld,
Cognmg &ZZ: I:sarcll{as'lvllrl’t())i::’;stilclassiﬁable, and unsett.ling. Might
n Oswa:ateslk))e ,the prototype for that image of the' phllos.opber——t
2:: :Ni(c)lzspread, yet so false—who flees the dif?ﬁcultms of life in or

ithin hi d conscience?
derOtg t;k: Ziixufre 1‘:’;:}1(;’“ t}}llles i(;(itrait of Socrates as sketchede:lssr
Alcibiades in Plato’s Symposium—and _also by Xenpp};cr)zunae\kfl 2l
a man who participated fully in the life of thed cxtyman' ind R
This Socrates was almost an ordinary or everyday the.streets 2
wife and children, and he talked with everybody———?n i Cm,ﬂd

hops, in the gymnasiums. He was also.a bon wvant'w(r1 cou e
li?nsk ;i)o;e than anyone else without getting drunk, and a brave,
o SOldie; If is thus not opposed to ¢ are for the-eity. In the

the self 1s thu : :

Ap(;%e Crito, what Socrates proclaims, $ z r;r;z;l;a;lr)llge,
as his duty and that to which he must. sacrific oying

er his life, is obedience to the laws of the city. I'n the Crito, t
e\;::frslonlisﬁed "‘Laws” exhort Socrates not to give in to t}tl)i t;r:llz r;
Eion to escape from prison and flee far‘ from ﬁltgesz,an, R
him understand that his egoistic sah-ratlon wo e i for
with regard to Athens. This attitud'e is not one o o e
Xenophon makes Socrates say that 1t‘ is quite possible ! 2 > v};hﬂe
laws while hoping that they change, just as one s}elrviezseld i
hoping for peace” As Merleau-Ponty has emp ’iz o ,S Socrares
has a way of obeying which is a way (?f resisting. submis
ﬂis laws)iln order to prove, from within the city itself, the 1rl.1men—
hi: philosophical attitude and the abs?‘lute valueﬂ :;H‘:,ci’:ﬁ ml pten-
tion. Hegel was thus wrong to say that Socrate)s) e el
self, in order to find the just and gocid there. : hall
agree with Merleau-Ponty, who wrote: HMWS
po_ssﬂ_e_m_bg.just_b_y,cnﬁelf. If oW@LﬁﬁL

1 »33 '

° 1(33;: for the self is thus, indissolubly, care for the city and care
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for others. We can see this from the example of Socrates himself,
whose entire reason for living was to concern himself with others,
Socrates had both a missionary and a popular aspect, which we
will encounter again in some philosophies of the Hellenistic pe-
riod: “T am available both to the poor and to the rich, without dis-
tinction. . . . That I happen to be like a being that the deity has
given to the city, you might conclude from the following consider-
ations. After all, it does not seem human for me to have neglected
all my own affairs and to have kept neglecting my own affairs for
S0 many years now, and always to concern myself with your inter-
ests, going up to each one of you individually like a father or an el-
der brother and persuading you to care for virtue”*

Thus, Socrates is simultaneously in the world and outside it. He
transcends both people and things by his moral demands and the
engagement they require; yet he is involved with people and with
things because the only true philosophy lies in the everyday.
Throughout antiquity, Socrates was the model of the ideal philos-
opher, whose philosophical work is none other than his life and

his death.*® As Plutarch wrote at the beginning of the second cen-
tury A.p.: '

Most people imagine that philosophy consists in delivering dis-
courses from the heights of a chair, and in giving classes based on
texts. But what these people utterly miss is the uninterrupted phi-
losophy-which we see being practiced every day in a way which is
perfectly equal to itself. . . . Socrates did not set up grandstands
*for his audience and did not sit upon a professorial chair; he had
no fixed timetable for talking or walking with his friends. Rather, he
did philosophy sometimes by joking with them, or by drinking or
going to war or to the market with them, and finally by going to
prison and drinking poison. He was the first to show that at all
times and in every place, in everything that happens to us, daily life
gives us the opportunity to do philosophy.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Definition of “Philosopher” in
Plato’s Symposium

We do not know if Socrates used the word ph?loslop:ia in ﬁx;shc:‘s’(;
i ith his i If he did, it is likely he wou
cussions with his interlocutors. . .
intended the word in the sense which was current at the time. In
he would have used it, as was common in those dg‘{fs,
to designate the general culture which the Sophists and others 115.e
pensed to their students. This is the meanlmg v}rie ﬁde, éloer E:nr?fmi
d philosophia 1n
in the rare occurrences of the wor e e
ili i hich were collected by his
bilia—recollections of Socrates w. e e
theless, it was under the intluence ;
ple Xenophon. Never fluence of e b
i i tes that Plato, in the Symp
sonality and teaching of Socra ' 0
gave nteyw meaning to the word “philosopher; and therefore also to

the word “philosophy”

other words,

PLATO'S SYMPOSIUM

Like the Apology, the Symposium is a literary -monument f;cllieclzielcli ':;
the memory of Socrates. It is constructed with wonderful skill,

only Plato could do. Philosophical themes and mythical symbols




