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The Haunting Eros of Socrates 

John Colbeck 

In the 1998 newsletter of the Philosophy of Education Society there are some 
intriguing responses to the question ‚Where is philosophy of education going?‛. 

The short, Socratic answer to all such questions is ‚We don’t know—but we 
want to find out‛. It is a way of life for philosophers of education to spend our 
time trying to find out what we are doing! Like young children, we enjoy 
exploring. 

There are many reasons why we don’t, any of us, know where we are going. 
First, we don’t know what philosophy ‘is’ (not even whether that question makes 
good sense). We don’t know what love is, less still what wisdom is—only that we 
seek both, without knowing what they are. Love, wisdom and God seem to be 
about equally elusive, yet compulsively sought. We don’t know what ‘is’ is. 

If it makes good sense at all, the question ‚What is philosophy?‛ implies that 
an answer might be given ‚Philosophy is …‛ followed by some singular description. 
It seems more likely that many descriptions would be required: ‚Philosophy is—
can be seen in part as—a way of life, what philosophers do, what books on 
philosophy are about …‛; many more descriptions are possible. 

We can ask ‚What is football?‛ and expect an answer ‚Football is a game, with 
aims and rules.‛ Even there, we have several varieties of football and philosophers 
argue about the what ‘the’ aims, ethos and rationale of sports such as football are 
and ought to be. If we say that philosophy is a game or way of life, the aims and 
rules of the game are far from clear. We can say, perhaps, what philosophies are 
and what the particular philosophy of, say, Kant, is like. 

If we look forwards in time, where are we going? Again, we don’t know, only, 
like Christopher Robin and Pooh, that we are going exploring! And it is in the 
nature of exploring that you never know in advance what you are going to find — 
not even that what you are looking for ‘really’ ‘ex-ists’ (is out there) in ‘the’ world. 
Realist and objectivist assumptions can be questioned. Whoever discovered America 
did not know in advance that it was there to be discovered. They went exploring; 
they extended ‘our’ world—the world of which we were aware. 

Who are ‘we’ in that question, ‚Where are we going?‛? Once more, we do not 
know the first thing about ourselves, not even if there ever was a ‘first thing’, still 
less whether there will ever be a ‘last thing’. Although an end is beginning to look 
increasingly probable for human beings, it is, fortunately, not yet a certainty.  

If we look backwards in time, did ‘we’ begin with ‘the’ (one?) big bang? What 
was before that? If we look forwards, will time come to an end? What will happen 
then? It seems more plausible to suppose that we are somewhere in the middle of 
a process of eternal recurrence of change. That might be an oscillating process, in 
which time can go backwards (relative to our present view of it), as well as 
‘forwards’. The present, expanding phase of our universe may be followed by a 
contracting one. We don’t know, but people are working on it. 

If we look outwards into space, where are the limits of our universe? If there 
are any, what is beyond them? The sky seems to be the limit, but there’s no sky. 

If we look inwards in space, looking for ‘fundamental’ particles, the more we 
look for them, the more they don’t seem to be there. 
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What are we exploring? Unknown and unknowable futures, where no woman 
or man ever trod before. The oceans of our ignorance are far more exciting and 
motivating than the puddles (impressive puddles, until we become aware of the 
oceans) of our second-hand knowledge—used bathwater. 

What are we doing? We know not what we do, until we’ve done it—and not 
always, even then. All I know, in this fleeting, fascinating moment, is that 
exploring, trying to find out, imagining and creating answers, is exciting—far more 
exciting than the dead certainties of ‘knowledge’. 
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