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About Philosophy 
 

Joseph Sen 

 
Whatever our degree of acquaintance with philosophy 

many of us will have heard that ‘the unexamined life is 

not  worth living’  at some point in our lives.    It can 

 sound like a slogan promoting the philosophical above 

other less cerebral life-styles.  Within the context of the 

trial depicted in Plato’s Apology  we  find  Socrates 

speaking the words towards the end of his life while 

reflecting on the kind of life he has come to live. Faced 

with the prospect of living a life without examination 

and discussion Socrates realises that this would be 

impossible for him.  The words  have more of an 

inward, retrospective  import than at first might seem 

and are  certainly not meant as propaganda. In fact, 

Socrates does not expect to convince his hearers of the 

value of the life he has lived, at least not in the short time 

the court has allotted for his trial.   

   

One implication of this is that we cannot appreciate the 

value of an examined life from the sidelines. Some 

things in life are evaluated without experience, but 

others require engagement. Philosophy for Socrates is 

ultimately to be known by acquaintance rather than any 

description from the outside.  His words are best seen as 

an outgrowth from long practice of philosophy, a 

conclusion emerging from concrete experience rather 

than an abstract and patronising proclamation.   

      

We can understand Socrates better if we remember that 

the way of life that aims to understand the good life is 

for him one which already shares in this life. That such a 

life, grounded as it is in the spoken word, could be good 

in itself might surprise us if we assume that actions 

speak so loud as to always drown out words, and that 

the good life must lie beyond any vocalisation that can 

be made concerning it.    Worth keeping in mind is a 

crucial distinction drawn in the Protagoras  (337b-d) 

between discussion and dispute.  Discussion takes place 

in a climate of good will  between the interlocutors and so 

is already a manifestation of, rather than just a means 

towards, the good.  It is no accident then that so many of 

Plato’s dialogues are conducted by friends who have 

often known each other for a long time.  Unlike dispute 

which, aiming at victory, presumes rivalry between the 

interlocutors, discussion has truth for its goal. 

 Elsewhere Socrates associates discussion with freedom: 

 in philosophy we express our  independence and self-

possession through using our own voices without need 

of extraneous distractions (Protagoras 347c-348b); we also 

have time to express and develop our thoughts without 

pressure from a  judge or jury hurrying us along and 

pronouncing a verdict on what we say (Theaetetus  172-

173).  In the Gorgias (487a-e) Socrates adds openness to 

the list of virtues which discussion presumes. In this 

light even Callicles, the reputed ‘villain’ of the piece, is 

worthy enough to engage  in dialogue with Socrates and 

risk being refuted. These examples help to show how 

genuine discussion as distinguished from dispute does 

not just chase but exemplifies the good life - a life which 

involves good will, openness and freedom. It is the 

prospect of a life without such qualities that Socrates 

finds unacceptable.  

  

Socrates’ words originally presume that philosophy is a 

way of life, an outdoor rather than an indoor activity, we 

might say, one moreover centred on speech rather than 

writing, on discussion rather than dispute.  Philosophy 

today is seldom taken so seriously, professional 

philosophers make their names through writing and 

their ‘conversations’ if and when they take place are 

often rather heated contests!  Still, the words of Socrates 

challenge each of us who pursues philosophy to seek 

out some  ultimate rationale for what we are doing and 

 perhaps thereby  a vindication of the existence of 

philosophy itself.  I can only offer some suggestions 

here.    

     

It is important from the outset to recognise what the 

alternative to an examined life is. This is not a life 

without thinking, a life of sheer, blank ignorance which 

some might liken to a pig’s life. This is impossible 

because human beings cannot live without thinking. 

Some have suggested that thinking is an achievement 

concept; true,  it can be but we also speak of thinking as 

something most people do, however well or badly  (it is 

this common or garden kind of thinking which supplies 

Descartes with the basis for his cogito argument).  The 

alternative to an examined life is not an unthinking life, 

but a life where thinking goes on without much thought 

 being given to it.   

    

Examination brings thought  to our  thinking. Thinking 

goes on regardless of this activity   but often we are 
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unaware of the peculiar and contingent character of this 

thinking.   It is important to recognise that our minds are 

not invulnerable fortresses, immune to external 

influence. Our minds are constantly  imbibing ideas 

from the environment around us which is always a 

particular actuality. This more passive moment in the life 

of the mind has been investigated  by  the empiricists. 

But what is not noted enough in these investigations is 

the slanted and partial quality of so much of the 

information we take in.  In each culture, certain ideas 

and values are prized above others and it is these that 

we receive at the expense of other possibilities. Our 

minds thus follow a course laid down by the prevailing 

influences of the particular actuality that we happen to 

inhabit.   

         

The often inconspicuous influence of particular actuality 

can be compared to the way sand gets into our feet even 

when we walk along a beach with our shoes on.  The 

point is that for the most part we do not see our ideas as 

much as live in them and live in them unquestioningly. 

 This easily happens because we have,  as Wittgenstein 

has pointed out,  an indigenous tendency to believe and 

accept. As children we  question but we are also taught 

to be obedient, to give up our questions quickly once an 

answer has been supplied. Ultimately, questions come 

to be seen as awkward inconveniences, evanescent 

creatures that must disappear in the face of the solid 

assertions which remain in their stead.   

   

 It is here that philosophy can come in...  ‘can’  because 

there are times when philosophy has little opportunity 

to enter the scene. Under totalitarian 

regimes philosophy is banned, philosophy departments 

 shut down. These regimes work on the assumption that 

there is only way to look at things – the one clung on  to 

by the ruling powers themselves. Other possibilities are 

not even permitted to be entertained. Extreme cases can 

however desensitise us to those which are less blatant 

but no less akin.  This attitude is not confined to far 

away places but echoes wherever we find individuals or 

groups unwilling to tolerate alternative viewpoints or 

conceptions.  Often this is seen in religious outlooks but 

philosophers themselves need to be wary of rigidly 

promoting one way of doing philosophy to the 

exclusion of others.   

 

 If   philosophy does enter the scene what then 

happens? In the first instance philosophy resurrects the 

question and hence challenges the tendency that holds 

fast to the assertion.  Philosophy has the resources to call 

all things into question. What has been taken for granted 

is now subject to scrutiny and reconsideration. Even the 

ruling ideas in our minds do not remain aloof from this 

procedure. The philosopher in this function can appear 

as a rebel (Socrates), an outsider (Spinoza), even a drop-

out (Diogenes)  who challenges the prevailing order  not 

with the weapons of violence but with that slightest, 

most delicate of instruments (akin to a key which 

opens), the question.   

    

But there is another, perhaps more neglected moment in 

the life of philosophy which I want to mention here. In 

this moment philosophy makes space.   

 

Intuitively, we recognise how squalid life becomes 

without sufficient  living space. But often it is our 

thinking which is narrow, pokey and in need of 

expansion.  Philosophy can here help create space on the 

level of the mind by presenting us with possibilities 

other than those with which we have grown familiar. 

 Reflecting and examining these possibilities can help us 

arrive at a deeper, truer, better understanding of things. 

Plato speaks of the experience as a flight into the world 

of ideas.  But the movement has an interesting 

consequence on the ‘ground level’ too since it allows us 

to gain some perspective on the beliefs that have 

hitherto held an  inconspicuous but long-standing sway 

over our minds. Seeing requires space: usually we do 

not see these beliefs because we live with them in such 

close proximity as to not notice their distinctness and 

peculiarity.  The movement into possibility also provides 

the distance which enables us to catch sight of  what we 

are moving away from.  Otherness here brings self-

awareness: the very standpoint we normally occupy can 

thereby come into view. And we may never want to go 

back!  

 

For illustration consider the question of the ends for 

human life. Often we take  only certain ends as 

legitimate -  normally the ones currently  on offer in the 

particular actuality around us. Even today, two of these 

ends - material prosperity and honour - fit a 

classification made by Pythagoras nearly three thousand 

years ago. Pythagoras however adds a third in the form 

of philosophy itself, here taken as a way of life directed 

towards wisdom. We do not have  to become practising 

Pythagoreans to  understand  philosophy as offering the 

possibility  of living life with reference to alternative 

goals, including wisdom. On a basic level, philosophy 

helps to do this by analysing different kinds of 

intelligence, and pinpointing  wisdom   as that which 

enables us  to envisage and seek out the good in 

distinction to the mere cleverness which can put itself 

into  service of any end, however base or vile.  
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What can make philosophy so radical is the breadth of 

the challenge it offers to our everyday assumptions. 

Even death, for many a dreadful prospect  productive of 

the most  inflexible beliefs,  need not be taken for 

granted as simply what we are habituated to think of it 

 and nothing more:  
 

For to fear death, my friends, is only to think ourselves 

wise without really being wise, for it is to think that we 

know what we do not know. For no one knows 

whether death may not be the greatest good that can 

happen to man. But men fear it as if they knew quite 

well that it is the greatest of evils. And what is this but 

that shameful ignorance of thinking that we know 

what we do not know? (Apology  29 a-b)    

 

Perhaps it is here in the ability to even put death into 

perspective that Socrates  provides the ultimate 

testimony on behalf of the examined life.   
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