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Being Participation:

The Ontology of the Socratic Method

Jessica Davis

ABSTRACT: The dialogue format in Plato’s works is often described as a method conducive to eliciting interlocutors’
inherent knowledge, or as a tool by which elenchus, valued for its own sake, can be achieved. But to understand Plato in
either of these ways is to miss the significance of the dialogue format predominant in his corpus, as well as the metaphysical
underpinnings of the dialectic relation. In this essay I interpret the limitations of knowledge in Plato’s corpus as a correlate of
one’s claims to independent possession of knowledge. Explicitly, I argue for a Platonic analysis of the individual that bolsters
the impetus to use dialogue, rather than instruction, as a primary tool for philosophical inquiry and for education in general.
Plato’s criterion for doing philosophy well involves not only a subjective willingness to question one’s beliefs and to live by
one’s vision, but also an objective demand to coordinate one’s beliefs with those of others —and ultimately— to acknowledge
the interdependence of one’s own reality with that of others.

Part 1 Introduction

en advocates of the Socratic Method (SM) argue that dialogue is an alternative to (or a supplement for)

the ‘instructional approach’ to education, they seem to focus on the benefits that dialogue has for stu-

dents and teachers.! These same advocates seem to conceive of Plato and the SM, understandably, as entailing a

certain metaphysical position.? In particular, this position holds that one’s knowledge is limited insofar as one

is part of a changing, material world, and that one’s knowledge is confirmed to the extent that one connects

with the unchanging Forms inhering in the soul; we are limited to the status of becoming.’ 1 agree that the SM

is beneficial, and I agree that the metaphysics mentioned above are easily derivable from the Platonic corpus.

However, I argue that it is just as plausible, and more powerful, to view Plato, and the method he portrays, as
pointing to a fact of our being, rather than as a fact of our becoming.

To frame this essay, which interprets the SM in an educational context, I begin by offering a contrast between
what I call the ‘instructional approach’ to education, which is common in our nation’s educational institutions,
and the SM, which we find in the Platonic corpus.* Next, I describe how some interpretations can be seen as
faulty, because they view the SM merely as instrumentally valuable to our becoming something else. I will end
with an explanation of my interpretation of the SM, which is based on an ontological reading of the SM itself as
intrinsically valuable.’ Let us begin with some context: the problematic, instructional approach to knowledge, or
what Socrates referred to as sophistry.°

The Problematic Instructional Approach

It is typical in popular education approaches for students to be seen as passive recipients of knowledge, and
for teachers to be seen as bearers of knowledge which they then impart to students.” There is a sharp distinction
between teacher and student, and students are taught certain pre-determined curricula which essentially con-
tains other people’s beliefs. However, the students are not instructed on how to develop and evaluate their own
beliefs.® Students memorize isolated and fragmented bits of information without ever learning the connections
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between facts, and without being able to give an account of how things are related.’

“Teaching to the test,” which is now widely admonished by educational reformers, is a symptom of this prob-
lem.'® Our schools teach content that is required of them in order to get funding, rather than being concerned
with the form which education takes, or with the overarching principles which guide our schools. Funding for
secondary schools is largely contingent on test results and on end results in general. It may be results that we
want from schools -certainly we want all students to graduate, for example- but this approach leaves no mecha-
nism for checking whether or not our collective goals are good goals. When teaching to the test we are vulnerable
to the possibility that the mob, as Socrates might say, is wrong.!!

It is most likely because of these problems -of structuring schools around the demands of our funders, of
being subject to assessments which discount qualities like integrity or morality in our students, and of being
dependent on quantifiable results in general- that educational reformers today advocate for use of the SM.'? In
the next section [ will explicate just how the SM in general serves as an alternative to the instructional approach,
before delving into my interpretation of the ways in which the SM is viewed as instrumentally valuable by its
proponents today.

The Socratic Method

The SM is generally viewed as an alternative to the instructional approach toward education because it pri-
oritizes the investigation of the beliefs that students have, and their processing of those beliefs, rather than on
beliefs or information which teachers have and give to students.” The qualities derivable from a survey of the
myriad of examples of the SM in Plato’s corpus have been nicely summarized by Angelo Corlett as consisting
of epistemic humility, a collective pursuit of truth, curiosity, honesty, humor, and hope, among other things."
The SM has also been described by other philosophers as consisting of (at least) two key steps: the ‘gadfly’ step,
wherein students are brought to doubt their claims to knowledge, and the ‘midwifery’ step, in which students
are led to critically evaluate their beliefs and elicit ‘improved’ or ‘correct’ beliefs."

Essentially, the instructional approach as described in the above section is concerned with ‘the destination,’
or particular conclusions and results of education, while the SM in general is concerned with ‘the journey,” or
the form which education takes. The instructional approach assumes that education itself is be of instrumental
value, because the process of instilling information in a student is analogous to using information as a tool by
which to ‘do something to’ a student. The end result, in this framework, is a knowledgeable student who has
been ‘filled.” In the following section I aver that despite its alleged dissimilarity with the instructional method,
the SM has also been interpreted (and/or implemented) primarily as instrumentally valuable.

Part 2 Becoming: Instrumental Interpretations of the Socratic Method

Many of Plato’s dialogues have been classified as either embodying a “radical openness,” or as typifying the
instructional or consensus-aimed methods of education.’® Decker avers that because elenchtic dialogues can
only refute invalid beliefs, and cannot themselves give birth to viable new philosophical theses, we ought to ei-
ther abandon elenchtic dialogues all together, or decide that the dialogical format is itself the wisdom for which
we should strive.”” The SM must either be instrumentally valuable or intrinsically valuable. Let us examine two
interpretive schemas which take the SM to be instrumentally valuable, before taking a closer look at a schema
which is closer to viewing the SM as intrinsically valuable.

The Instrumental Recollection and Instrumental Emergence Approaches
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Regarding the relevance of the dialogue format within education studies, the emphasis seems to be either on
the benefits of using the method due to the uncovering of knowledge otherwise buried within the student, or
due to the possibilities which are made available when education is led by inquiry rather than predetermined cur-
ricula.®® Within the former framework -which has been derived from various Platonic dialogues- it is assumed
that students have knowledge within themselves and that the SM brings out and gives birth to this knowledge."
The object of value in this case is the knowledge that each student possesses. The latter view holds that the SM
creates value by maintaining a kind of grounds for possibility. The object of value in this case is ‘the possibility
itself,’”® or the properties which consequently emerge, such as the equality which obtains when neither teacher
nor student is said to possess knowledge,” or the self-improvement which results from the student’s process of
disregarding false beliefs.”” Critical theory of education, though its affinity with the SM may be limited to its
questioning of beliefs, may also be seen to fit into this category, insofar as it utilizes analytical methods in order
to reach certain valued ends in education.”

With respect to the view which holds that beneficial possibilities emerge from use of the SM, one problem
is that if we have a fixed notion of potential in mind, we may actually thwart potential because of our own igno-
rance of capacities and possibilities.”* Similarly, if we take this fixed notion of potential for our students -be it a
quality conducive to egalitarianism, or a quality of achievement- to be our end, we may come to find that there
are other ways of achieving this end without having the SM as a core element in our classrooms. The students
may just go ahead and become their own midwives. And yet, this concern is precisely what is wrong with assum-
ing a priori knowledge: it reduces knowledge to the status of an object which can be possessed. This objectified
notion of knowledge takes wisdom as constitutive of the fragmented, isolated bits of information upon which
the instructional method of education thrives. Furthermore, in each of the ‘instrumental’ and ‘emergent’ value
approaches, the role of the interlocutor, and thus, the SM itself, can become problematic and even superfluous
if a priori knowledge or emergent qualities can arise otherwise. In both interpretations, as explicable as they may
be within the context of Plato’s works, the operative notions of wisdom are problematically consequentialist. Let
us move on now to a third interpretation of the SM.

Instrumental Aporia Approach

Having gone through the conceptions which take the SM as instrumentally valuable -because it elicits a pri-
ori knowledge or because it opens us up to some other extrinsically valuable quality such as possibility- we can
now assess the accounts which take the aporia resulting from the SM as ‘intrinsically valuable.’”” My argument
here is that this approach also interprets Plato incorrectly, attributing too much to the ideas expressed by Plato’s
interlocutors by concluding that our ontology entails a gap between our existence and Truth. The ‘instrumental
aporia approach,’ I argue, takes the SM as a means to realizing our epistemic ineptitude and to realizing, essen-
tially, the chasm between ourselves and certainty. This view thus remains an instrumental account of the value

of the SM.

It may be the case that dialogue is doubly instrumentally valuable, insofar as it both brings forth a priori
knowledge and opens us up to possibility. There is certainly evidence of this within the text. We also see, how-
ever, many occurrences in which something else is alleged to occur as a result of the SM. In Sophist:

Visitor: And you’ll assign this dialectical activity only to someone who has a pure and just love
of wisdom.
Theaetetus: You certainly wouldn’t assign it to anyone else.

Visitor: We'll find that the philosopher will always be in a location like this if we look for him.
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He’s hard to see clearly too, but not in the same way as the sophist.

Theaetetus: Why not?

Visitor: The sophist runs off into the darkness of that which is not, which he’s had practice
dealing with, and he’s hard to see because the place is so dark. Isn’t that right?

Theaetetus: It seems to be.

Visitor: But the philosopher always uses reasoning to stay near the form, being. He isn’t at all

easy to see because that area is so bright and the eyes of most people’s souls can’t bear to look at

what’s divine.?®

Even the philosopher, who is engaging in the SM and is closest to truth, is only near it. The ‘instrumental
aporia approach’ recognizes this element in Plato and deems it a valuable end.

Plato’s corpus includes many passages which indicate that Socrates (or Plato) believed elenchus itself to be
truth because our bodies act as a barrier to knowledge; we can only know our limitations.”” And there is much
scholarly discussion regarding the disparity of metaphysical ‘beliefs’ which obtain in the elenchtic dialogues and
the more ‘robust’ and theoretical later dialogues.”® Some interpreters hold that while the earlier dialogues are
aporetic, the later ones, insofar as they articulate more elaborate metaphysical and civic accounts, such as those
found in Laws or Timaeus, represent Plato’s abandonment of the ‘the value of aporia’ in favor of certainty.” |
believe that these concerns only arise when one seeks justification for use of the SM -and of philosophy itself- by
appealing to its instrumental capacities, rather than on its intrinsic value.

It need not be a surprise that interpreters attempt to justify use of the SM in terms of the results it affords;
we live in an age, as Padraig Hogan and Richard Smith write, in which “nothing seems to have value unless it
has demonstrable, quantifiable outcomes.” However, as they go on to say, “to the mentality that fetishizes the
performance-indicator, the Socratic dialogue is likely to remain a lasting puzzle.”’® Whether you take Plato’s
older dialogues to be indicative of fixed metaphysical positions or not, what can be said is that the dialogue
format obtains throughout the corpus. In my view, it is the dialogue form itself which we ought to view as the
most conclusive metaphysical and normative assertion within the corpus: engaging as such is what it means to
be. Plato’s ‘problem of participation,’ it turns out, is his solution: we are participation.’® Let us examine just
how this plays out.

PART 3 Being: The Intrinsic Value Approach Based on Ontological Interpretation

It is certain that throughout the dialogues, Platonic characters point us towards philosophical inquiry as
being valuable. It is also certain that philosophers themselves find philosophy to be valuable. But among phi-
losophers who either advocate for use of the SM or who consider it useless (or at best, instrumentally valuable
and thus disposable), there seems to be a disagreement about the role of the SM within philosophical inquiry.
Assuming that philosophers either find philosophy valuable for themselves, for other philosophers, or for every
human being, the divergence must lie within their beliefs both about the world and about philosophy.

What I argue in the remainder of this paper is that if we understand reality to be concordant with practical
identity, or as comprised of natural laws which all living organisms must respond to (or are affected by), then
philosophical inquiry - insofar as it is intended as a means of engaging with reality in an ‘appropriate’ way-
ought to include some form of dialogue akin to the SM. I argue that it is the SM which takes into account the
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unavoidable interconnectedness of other people in our quest for knowledge.” And while it is typically agreed
that Plato’s later dialogues contain a theory of literal otherworldliness regarding truth, my interpretation takes the
SM throughout the entire corpus as representative of the nature of being: we do not exist in isolation. Whether
we look at ‘ourselves’ as individual human beings or as the human race, we cannot rightly lay claim to certain
knowledge, because we can only occupy our place in relation to otherness.”> This universal necessity of related-
ness, and the multitudinous, particular manifestations of beliefs, situations and embodiments which arise from
this relatedness, is the universality to which philosophy draws our attention. With that, let us turn our attention
to a key feature of the SM which gives force to my position.

The Role of the Interlocutor

The Republic and other works emphasis a distinction between wisdom of the self and the knowledge claims of
sophists, the mob, and interlocutors —even when the interlocutor is Socrates himself. Socrates presents the ideal
of knowledge as that which one uncovers within one’s soul, regardless of the material world and other people,
yet we are faced with the brute fact that it is dialogue, not diatribes, which are predominant in the corpus.

If the role of the interlocutor or teacher is nothing more than the “leading out” of a priori knowledge within
the student, then the interlocutor may not be necessary if the student has some other way of accessing their
knowledge. While many of Plato’s passages indicate that it is up to the individual to order themselves properly,
and to not succumb to group dynamics or pressure from majority rule, other dialogues clearly dismantle the kind
of knowledge a Pythagorean might express, wherein “every man (is) self-sufficient in wisdom.”** What exactly is
Plato’s stance on the role of other people as interlocutors, as teachers? I take this issue to be the prime reason to
interpret the SM ontologically. Take Socrates’ commitment to the ideal state of justice in Republic:

But perhaps [...] there is a model of it in heaven, for anyone who wants to look at it and to make
himself its citizen on the strength of what he sees. It makes no difference whether it is or ever

will be somewhere...»

Being the idealist that [ am, this statement stands out to me. [ know what it is like to have ideas about living
sustainably on the planet, or about dismantling gender roles, for example, and to have those ideas shunned by
your society. A person with ideals like this can either bury their ideals and conform to society, or live by their
ideals despite their peers’ reactions.

As Socrates surmised in Republic, just because our ideal does not presently exist, does not mean that we
should not act as though it does; our ideals ought to effect what we do.>® But why does Plato bother having his
characters bring this up throughout the corpus, if at the same time, his dialogues exemplify the value of bounc-
ing your ideas off of others? Plato confirms time and again that reason can help us edit our ideals, but that ulti-
mately, the ideals come from outside of ourselves.

The Role of the Self

Plato’s dialogue format, wherein people can check their conceptions of the world with each other, and con-
firm their most reasonable mode of behavior, should be seen as an exemplification of practical identity.”” As
Christine M. Korsgaard writes, in the Kantian spirit, in order for us to be efficacious agents, we must act on
beliefs, or reasons, which consistently cohere with our reality. In order to do this, she continues, we must presup-
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pose the existence of other agents who share in the same reality and hence, the same universal reasons on which
we act.’® Thusly, one’s practical identity -in my argument and in Korsgaard’s- amounts to one’s ability to act
efficaciously, or carry out one’s will, with integrity and full knowledge of cause and effect (in both a physical and
a moral sense).” You cannot climb a tree without some knowledge about gravity and the use of your muscles;
you cannot tell a lie without expecting to be lied to in the future. The reasons that we have for acting the way we
do -if we are doing it properly- are universal reasons that we all share.* This is the mysterious harmony of life
that Socrates tried so hard to reveal among his friends.

To the extent that we take the ‘instructional approach’ to education, we devalue the means by which students
must come to check their own belief systems. But to the extent that we treat the SM as a means by which to so-
licit inherent knowledge, as does the ‘instrumental recollection approach’, or as a fertilizer for potential, like the
‘instrumental emergence approach,’ or as a grounds for humility as does the ‘instrumental aporia approach,” we
miss out on the true value of the SM. The method is valuable because it best facilitates the means by which each
person develops their practical identity and engages in being. This is a metaphysical, ontological position. It is not
a purely humanistic, constructivist, or anti-realist view in which our knowledge is determined by what we can all
agree on. It is not a dualist view in which we have no access to objective truth despite its existence. It is a view
which holds that in terms of educating ourselves and others, we ought to approach education in a way which is
most conducive to our nature -not as humans but as relational entities.

The recollection, emergence, and aporetic approaches for interpreting the SM all rely on a reading of Plato
which precludes certain knowledge and more importantly, which precludes a solid justification for use of the
SM. The SM may well be a tool. However, I believe that if we interpret the SM as a metaphysical assertion about
our interconnectedness —even if it was never an intention of Plato’s to do this- this interpretation affords us not
only a better understanding of ourselves, but a better justification for the role of the SM in education. If we place
a stronger emphasis on a “Socratic Interpretation” of the Platonic corpus, wherein we assess the dialogue form
itself as representing an ontological position, it becomes a method conducive to self knowledge and wisdom; we
can’t know anything -even ourselves- without recognizing our interdependent ontology.# As Kant puts it:

Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity. Immaturity is the inability
to use one’s understanding without guidance from another. This immaturity is self-imposed
when its cause lies not in lack of understanding, but in lack of resolve and courage to use it
without guidance from another [...]

For enlightenment of this kind, all that is needed is freedom. And the freedom in question is

the most innocuous form of all -freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters.*

Kant praises the process of deriving knowledge not from other people, but through our relations with other
people. He admonishes the instructional or banking approach to wisdom. We too should realize that ‘thinking
for ourselves’ and behaving philosophically is a way of life which requires our inclusion of other people’s experi-
ences and wisdom into our framework of reason(s).*

Conclusion: Participation
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Love is at the same time the foundation of dialogue and dialogue itself.* -Paulo Freire

[ have proposed an interpretation of the SM in which the method is valuable as an end in itself because it is
the source of all value; it is us. This interpretation of the SM dissects the dynamic of inquirer and interlocutor
as suggestive not of a protocol or embodied ideal which we ought to pursue, but as a metaphysical truth; we are
intimately connected -one’s wisdom cannot emerge without a profound humility, respect for one’s interdepend-
ence, and a desire to be. It has been said that “Socratic pedagogy is erotic because it produces itself through a
relation.”® It seems to me, however, that eroticism -and even, Platonic love- could not exist without the relation
that is Socratic pedagogy. The SM is a profound characteristic of being itself from whence everything, including
love, comes.

[s this a fairly obvious and simple assertion -that we are connected, that we are social animals, and that no
person lives alone! It appears that within Plato studies in education, interpreters have been locked within the
Mouthpiece Interpretation, wherein they are forced into siding with one of the conclusions presented by inter-
locutors in the dialogues: either the dialectic process is good because it uncovers our ignorance, or it is good
because it points us to truth.*® My claim is that if we want to elicit in our students the kind of wisdom loved by
the philosopher, we must focus our education not so much on the outcome of what our students are becoming,
but rather, on what it means simply to be.

If understood in this way, I believe that the justification for the use of the SM in our schools today can be
founded on the intrinsic value of a philosophical way of life, rather than on philosophy as a specialization or as a
means to some other end.*” As such, with an interpretation of the SM as an educational approach which models
itself off of what it means to be, we avoid the pitfalls of taking the SM as a tool to becoming something else. We
can view limitations in our knowledge as determined not by a metaphysical gap between the ‘world of becoming’
and ‘the world of forms,’ but rather, as determined by any instances in which we believe ourselves to be privy to
epistemic —or metaphysical - isolation or superiority. Indeed, Plato’s character Eros, who is intended to embody
the favorable characteristic of love itself, is endowed with a genetic make-up which keeps her ever ‘in limbo’:

And his nature is neither immortal nor mortal; but sometimes on the same day he flourishes
and lives, whenever he has resources; and sometimes he dies, but gets to live again through
the nature of his father. And as that which is supplied to him is always gradually flowing
out, Eros is never either without resources nor wealthy, but is in between wisdom and lack of

understanding.*®

Perhaps, participating in this kind of limbo is not so bad. Socratic humility, in my view, is based not on our
separation from the Form of the Good, but on our ontological status of participating. By interpreting SM as an
educational approach modeled on what it means to be, as the relational beings that we are, we avoid the pitfalls
of taking the SM as a tool to becoming something else, and we ground the value of SM as a method irreplaceable
in any school that takes flourishing for all students to be the goal.
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face by the dimension of the active will, if we are to have depth, if we are to have anything cubical and solid
in the way of character. William James, “What Makes a life Meaningful,” in Talk to Teachers on Psychology and
to Students on Some of Life’s Ideals (Cambridge. MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), 161.

[ am making use of Christine M. Korsgaard’s notion of practical identity, which she attributes to Kant. In-
terestingly, Korsgaard uses Plato’s idea of the just soul as an explanation of how we must properly order our-
selves in order to have a function, practical identity. See SelfConstitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009), 134-137.

Ibid., 205-206.

Ibid, 12-14, 37-44.

Ibid, 206.

For an explanation of the Socratic Interpretation, see Corlett, 39-66. On the topic of self-knowledge my view
can be seen as akin to Dunson’s in that it takes the aporia resulting from the Socratic Method as a means
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toward self-knowledge, yet Dunson does not take self-knowledge to entail others. James A. Dunson III, “He-
gel’s Revival of Socratic Ignorance,” Idealistic Studies 40, no. 3 (2010): 205.

42. Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment!” in Groundwork for the Metaphysics of
Morals, ed. Lara Devis (Peterborough, ONT: Broadview Press, 2005): 119.

43. Or in the words of Socrates, “Only the temperate man will know himself and will be able to examine what
he knows and does not know, and in the same way will be able to inspect other people to see when a man
does in fact know what he thinks he knows.” Charmides, 167a.

44. Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 89.

45. Colebrook, “Leading Out, Leading On: The Soul of Education,”40.

46. For a description of the ‘Mouthpiece Interpretation’ see Corlett, Interpreting Plato’s Dialogues, 19-38.

47. Hogan and Smith, “Philosophy and the Practice of Education,” 170-172.

48. Plato, Symposium, in the Dialogues of Plato, trans. Seth Benardete, (New York: Bantam Books, 1986), 265-266.
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