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SOCRATES AND GREEK WISDOM *

w ESPITE the lamentable dearth of authentic historical
data at our disposal for studying the origins of the
philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, we are certain of one
incontrovertible fact, namely that, at the point of origin, their
philosophies are closely linked to the work of Socrates, and that
Socrates, furthermore, marks a decisive turning point in the
course of the thought of the Greek world and of all Europe as
well. But, on turning to Socrates, we find his work shrouded,
not so much in obseurity as in the almost complete anonymity
of his disciples. Our only direct evidence is that of Plato, Aris-
totle, and Xenophon; and, at best, each of them was primarily
concerned with his own particular objectives rather than with
Socrates. As is largely the case with the pre-Socratics, the
thought of Socrates is known to us only through what is re-
flected in Plato and Aristotle. We must consequently abandon
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all attempts to paint positively and directly a complete picture
of Socrates’ system of thought, and instead we must be satisfied
with a less ambitious undertaking, but under the circumstances
the only feasible one, that of seeking to ascertain those aspects
of Socrates’ thought which gave rise to the reflection of Plato
and Aristotle. An interpretation of Socrates hinges ultimately
upon an interpretation of the origins of the philosophy of the
Academy and the Lyceum. The two questions are substan-
tially identical.

The earliest testimonies all agree that Socrates was con-
cerned only with ethics and that he introduced dialogue as a
method for ascertaining something universal about things.
Countless interpretations have been offered of this testimony.
In the opinion of some, Socrates was an Athenian intellectual,
a martyr to science. In the opinion of others, he devoted
himself solely to ethical problems. But, while in both of these
interpretations Socrates is regarded as a philosopher, in still
other interpretations he appears simply as a man animated by
a desire for personal perfection, and altogether devoid of
philosophical embellishments.

On the other hand, no matter how we interpret the role of
Socrates, Plato is a continuator of Socrates, and Aristotle of
Plato. To be sure, modern philology has been compelled to
introduce important modifications in this general picture when
dealing with details; but nevertheless the main fact remains
true.

This does not necessarily mean that one must conceive of
the line ‘ Socrates—Plato—Aristotle” as continuous. We
should slightly modify the geometrical image of a trajectory,
and, instead, conceive of radii, whose focus is located precisely
in Socrates. Aristotle, rather than continuing Plato, tock philo-
sophical problems from the same source whence Plato took
them and restated them. If there was in any sense a continua-
tion, it was above all the continuation of an attitude and a con-
cern rather than of a system of problems and concepts. It goes
without saying that the continuity of attitude carried with it
a partial identity of problems and a community of methods of
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approaching these problems. But in Aristotle what matters
most is that he worked out the same problems as Plato from
the same point of departure. Plato likewise worked on the
basis of what he had learned from his master Socrates, and set
out from the same point. Socrates, Plato and Aristotle are, as
I have said, three radii with a common focus emerging from a
finite point in history. Our problem is to establish the position
of this point. What Socrates introduced into Greece was a
new trend of wisdom. The demonstration of this fact would
require a long explanation, and the character of this essay per-
mits me only to set down a few general ideas. To this end we
must give a precise picture of what has been called pre-Socratic
philosophy. And this in turn requires a few preliminary re-
marks concerning the historical interpretation of a philosophy.

I
THE SUPPOSITIONS OF A PHILOSOPHY

Every system of philosophy has at its roots, as its supposi-
tion, a certain experience. To be sure, absolute idealists claim
that philosophy begets itself, but this is demonstrably false:
first, because if this were true, one could not explain why fully
developed systems of philosophy have not existed in all corners
of the world since the very dawn of history; in the second place,
because philosophy offers a variable content of problems and
concepts; finally, and above all, because the very position of
philosophy within the human spirit has undergone perceptible
changes. We shall have occasion in this study to point out
that philosophy, which in its beginnings denoted something
closely akin to religious wisdom, since it was concerned with
the profound and enduring questions of the destiny of the
world and of life, became a way of being aware of the realities
of the universe, which was called *“theory,” and that subse-
quently it led to an investigation of things insofar as they have
being. The series could, of course, be prolonged.

But the fact that all philosophy sets out from an experience
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does not signify that it is confined within it, or, in other words,
that it is a theory of this experience. Not all experience is so
rich that philosophy can limit itself to being its conceptual
mould. Nor is all philosophy sufficiently original to suppose an
experience irreducible to other experiences. Moreover, in no
manner whatsoever can it be said that the philosophy must
be—even partially or remotely—a conceptual prolongation of
the basic experience. Philosophy can contradict and annihilate
the experience which serves as its basis, can disregard it, and
can even anticipate new forms of experience. But none of
these operations would be possible without a secure foothold
on a basic experience serving as a point of departure for fur-
ther philosophic development. This means that a philosophy
acquires clear outlines only against the background of its basic
experience,

Experience signifies something acquired in the actual course
of life. It is not an ensemble of thoughts, truthful or untruth-
ful, constructed by the intellect; rather it is the capital which
the spirit accumulates during its intercourse with things. Ex-
perience 1s in this sense where reality naturally resides. Conse-
quently, any other reality, if it is to be rationally acceptable,
must be contained within and based upon experience. ILet us
not here prejudge the nature of this experience; it is especially
necessary to eradicate any conception of experience as the sum
total of some supposed data of consciousness. In all proba-
bility, reality as a datum of consciousness forms no part of this
basic experience. We are dealing, rather, as I said, with the
experience which man acquires in his intercourse with real
things.

It would be a grave error to identify this experience with
personal experience. In all probability, there is an extremely
limited number of men who possess a personal experience in
the full sense of the word. But even admitting that all men
have this personal experience in some measure, even in the
richest and most favorable case this experience constitutes an
extremely small and intimate nucleus within a much vaster
area of non-personal experience. This non-personal experience
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is composed primarily of an enormous layer of experience
which reaches man through his intercourse with other men,
sometimes in the precise form of the experience of others, some-
times in the form of the grey precipitate of impersonal experi-
ence which is the sum total of the customs, manners, and so on,
of the men around him. In a more peripheral, and enormously
broader zone, extends still further that form of experience
which constitutes the world, the epoch, and the time in which
a man lives.

A part of this experience is composed not only of contact
with objects, but also of the consciousness which it has of itself.
This conscicusness is threefold: first, it is a repertory of what
men have thought about things—their opinious and ideas about
them; second, it is the particular manner in which each epoch
feels its own situation in time, that is, its historical conscious-
ness; finally, it is the convictions which man holds deep within
him regarding the origin, the meaning, and the destiny of his
own person and that of his fellows.

It is extremely important to emphasize the peculiar relation-
ship between these several layers of experience. It is not pos-
sible to do so here. But it is imperative to state here that each
of these zones, within the framework of its solidarity with the
others, possesses, as moments of a unique experience, a struc-
ture peculiar to itself and to a certain extent wholly indepen-
dent. Thus experience, in the sense of the structure of the
world at a given epoch, can at times even be in opposition to
the content of the other zones of experience. The Jew and the
heretic lived during the Middle Ages in a Christian world
within which they were therefore truly heterodox. Today we
are almost at the point where the Catholics are the truly
heterodox in relation to our “ de-Christianized ” world. In the
Middle Ages there were, to be sure, heretical minds; neverthe-
less, the mentality was Christian. As far as this study is con-
cerned, what matters is for us to set as our goal the basic
experience of a philosophy, in the modest sense of coming into
contact with the mentality whence it emerged.

Analysis of this basic experience reveals, first of all, what is
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most obvious: its peculiar content. Actually, this is what, at
certain moments, has been formally regarded as history: 1i.e.
the collection of so-called historical facts. But if history would
be something more than a mere documentary file, it must
attempt to make intelligible the content of a world and of an
epoch.

And in order to do this, we must understand that all experi-
ence arises only because of a situation. Man’s experience, as I
have said, is the natural location of reality, and it is so pre-
cisely because of an inner limitation, which allows man to
apprehend only some things and some aspects of them, to the
exclusion of others. Every experience has its own particular
profile. And this profile is objectively correlated to the situa-
tion in which man finds himself. According as he is situated,
so are the things in his experience situated. History must seek
to install our mind in the situation of the men of the epoch
under examination, not to lose itself in dark depths, but in
order to try to repeat mentally the experience of that epoch,
in order to see the accumulated facts “{from within.” Natur-
ally this requires a strenuous effort, difficult and prolonged.
The intellectual discipline which helps us accomplish it 1s called
philology.

To continue: experience is always experience of the world
and of things, not excluding man himself; but it presupposes
that man lives within things and among them; experience con-
sists of the peculiar manner in which things place their reality
in man’s hands. Experience, then, supposes something pre-
vious. Something, as it were, like the existence of a visual field
within which various perspectives are possible. The analogy
shows that man’s existence within and among things is not
comparable to the existence of a point lost in the infinity of
space. Even in this sense, apparently so vague and primary,
man’s existence i1s limited, as is the visual field for the eye.
This limitation is therefore called horizon. The horizon is not a
mere external imitation of the field of vision; 1t is rather some-
thing which, while limiting the field of vision, constitutes it,
and which consequently performs with respect to it the func-
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tion of a positive principle, so positive that it leaves before our
very eyes what lies outside it—a “ beyond,” as it were. We
cannot see what it is; it extends without limits, constantly pro-
voking man’s most profound curiosity. Because in addition to
the things which are born and die within the world, there are
other things which come into the world, approaching from the
horizon, or which recede and vanish beyond it. In any event,
the relationships of remoteness and proximity within the
horizon endow things with their first aspect of reality. And,
being a limitant, the horizon must be constituted by something
from which it issues. Without eyes there would be no horizon.
Every horizon implies a constituent principle, a basis peculiar
to it.

These three factors of the experience of an epoch—its con-
tent, its situation, and its horizon (together with its basis) —
are three aspects of experience which possess different degrees
of mobility. The maximum mobility appertains to the content
of experience; much slower, but nevertheless extremely variable,
is the movement of the situation; the horizon moves with tre-
mendous slowness, so slowly that men are scarcely aware of its
change and tend to believe that it is fixed, or rather, precisely
because the change is so slow, they barely realize its existence.
Compare, for example, the experience of the man who travels in
an airplane: for him the change of panorama is as imper-
ceptible as the movement of the hands on his watch.® This
change—and here we must pause to refute the long-held belief
that the Darwinian principles of biological evolution are ap-
plicable to history—this change is by no means identical with
a kind of growth, maturity, and death of epochs, or cultures,
as they used to be called. Such an idea is the basis of Spengler’s
book, and is its most untenable point. The experience which
makes up a historical epoch, although it is the natural place of
reality, is no more than that. But man’s existence is not con-
fined to one place, even though it be a real place. The “ reality

1 The variations of the horizon are not always changes of zone; they may be
expansions or contractions of a single field. The point made here must be borne in
mind when we come to the problem of truth in the history of philosophy.
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of the world,” on its part, is not the reality of life: it can only
offer to that other reality, called man, a finite ensemble of
possibilities of existence. Things are situated in that sediment
of reality which is called experience primarily by virtue of being
possibilities offered to man for existing. From among them,
man accepts some and rejects others. His decision is what
transforms the possible into the real, insofar as his life is con-
cerned. Thus man is subjected to a constant change, because
that new real dimension which he adds to his life modifies the
“picture ” of his experience, and, consequently, the aggregate
of possibilities which the following instant offers him. By his
decision man undertakes a determined course, and because of
his decision he is never assured of not having irrevocably
wasted in one moment perhaps the best possibilities of his
existence. The next moment offers a completely different scene,
with some possibilities blocked off, with others diminished, and
with still others perhaps enormously enhanced, but with few
new and original possibilities. And since what makes actual
the possible (insofar as it is possible) is movement, as Aristotle
long since told us, thus likewise the being whose reality emerges
from its possibilities is a mobile being. As such, it changes
time and does not repose in any state. Things are not in move-
ment because they change; on the contrary, they change be-
cause they are in movement. When the actualization of these
possibilities is the result of one’s own decision, there are not
only states of movement, but also occurrences. Man is a being
that “ occurs,” and this “ occurring ” is called history.

Long ago a precise definition was given to the free being, the
being which is its own cause (Thomas Aquinas). Thus it re-
sults that, in man, the seed of history is freedom. What is not
freedom is nature. The error of idealism consists in confusing
freedom with total indetermination. Man’s freedom is one
which, like God’s, only exists formally in the manner that it is
determined. But, unlike divine freedom, the creator of things,
human freedom is determined only by choosing from among
several possibilities. Since these possibilities are “ offered ” to
man, and since this “ offering ” depends partially, in turn, upon
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his own decisions, man’s freedom assumes the form of an
historical “ occurrence.”

Of all that would have to be said in order to study the origins
of Attic philosophy, I am interested here only in referring to
the mentality within which it was born, and even this only in
its purely intellectual aspect. If we apply to intellectual life
what we have just pointed out, we shall find, for example, that
the thought of every epoch, besides containing what it, of
itself, affirms or denies, leads to other thoughts, which are dif-
ferent and even in mutual opposition. Every affirmation or
denial, however absolute it may be, is incomplete, or, at least,
postulates other affirmations or denials, together with which it
possesses truth in full measure. This is why Hegel said that
truth is always the whole and the system. But this does not
preclude, but rather implies, that, within its limits, an affirma-
tion is true or false. Confronting it, the various directions
along which it can develop unfold. Some of these will be true,
others false. So long as the original affirmation is not bound
disjunctively to any particular affirmations it remains true.
Human thought, which, taken statically at a given moment in
time, is what it 1s, and therefore is true or false, is, when taken
dynamically in the light of its future course, true or false
according to the path 1t takes. The Christology of St. Irenaeus,
for example, is, naturally, true. But some of his affirmations,
or at least some of his expressions, are such that, according as
the mind inclines a trifle more to the right or to the left, it will
err in the direction of Arius or of St. Athanasius. Before this
decision is made, they are still true. Afterwards, they will be
taken as true in one sense, and as not true in another. Along
with thoughts which are fully thought out, history is full of
such thoughts, which we could call “inchoate.” Or, if you
choose, thought has in addition to its declarative aspect an
inchoative aspect. Every thought is to some extent complete,
and to some extent has germinal potentialities. It is not a
question of the fact that from certain thoughts others can be
deduced by means of reasoning; it is a question of something
more fundamental, which affects not so much the knowledge
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which thinking furnishes as the very structure of thought.
Thanks to it, man has an intellectual history. We shall imme-
diately see an outstanding instance of the functioning of this
inchoative form of thinking, a form of thinking which offered
two slightly different possibilities, of which one led to the
splendid flowering of the European intellect, while the other
led the mind through the barren paths of Asiatic speculation.
It 1s a question not merely of whether these possibilities which
are offered to thought be true or false, but of whether the paths
thought follows are, or are not, blind alleys. At every moment
of his intellectual life, each individual and each epoch face the
risk of advancing along a blind alley.

In all probability, what Socrates accomplished was to set us
forth, not along a blind alley, but along a path which led to
what the entire European intellect ultimately became. The
“work ” of Socrates lies wholly within the horizon of Greek
thought. It is situated within it, in a peculiar manner, which
was determined by the dialectic of the previous situations
through which the “ great thinkers ” had passed. This granted
him a special experience of man and of things, from which, in
due course, were to issue the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle.

IX

Tae Horizon or GreEx PHnosorHEY

The mental horizon of antiquity was established by move-
ment, in the widest sense of the word. Besides making move-
ments or undergoing external alterations, things themselves are
subject to an inexorable decay. They are born one day, only
to die some other day. Man also is immersed in this universal
change, not only as an individual but also as a member of
society: families, cities, entire peoples are subject to an inces-
sant change regulated by an inflexible destiny which deter-
mines the good of each individual. In the midst of this uni-
versal mutation, the begetting of living beings acquires special
value. It can even be said, as we shall see later, that, basically,
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the Greek conception of cosmic movement so strongly inclined
towards the idea of generation that one single verb, yiyvouas,
expressed both the idea of begetting and that of occurring.

It is precisely this idea of “ movement as generation ” which
constituted for antiquity the boundary line, or outline, of the
universe. Here below, the earth, 4, the sphere of what perishes
and decays, of things subject to degeneration and corruption.
Above, heaven, ovpavés composed of things which are not
begotten and which are incorruptible, at least in the terrestrial
sense of the word, and which are subject only to a local move-
ment of a cyclic nature.

Note how different is the horizon within which the man of
our era views the universe: mnot caducity but mothingness.
Hence his scheme of the universe in no way resembles that of
the Greeks. On one side things, on the other, man. Man who
exists among things in order to make his life with them, firm
in his conviction of a transcendent and eternal future. Heaven
and earth existed for the Greeks; for Christians heaven and
earth are the world, the place for this life: over against it is
the other life. Therefore the Christian scheme of the universe
is not the duality “ heaven-earth ” but * world-soul.”

How was it possible for mobility to constitute the horizon of
the visual field of antiquity?

Man is a natural being. And, as a part of Nature, he belongs
to the least stable element of Nature: earth. Man is a being
endowed with life; an animated being; a ($ov who, like other
living beings, is born, and, after a life which is unquestionably
ephemeral, dies. But this living being bears within him—unlike
other living beings—a strange property.

Other living beings, by virtue of having life, merely are living.
In the case of a vegetable, or, equally, in the case of an animal,
to live is simply to be living, that is, to be performing those
acts which spring from within the living thing itself and have
as their goal its inner perfection.. In a plant, these movements
have as their sole objective growth-—growth into the air or into
the ground. In an animal, movements are directed by a “ per-
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2

ception ” and a “ tendency,” thanks to which it “ perceives ”
and “ moves “—either to seize things or to flee from them.

But in man there is something altogether different. Man is
not limited to “being alive,” to performing his vital functions.
His &pyov forms part of a total plan, a Bios which is to a large
extent undetermined, and which, in a certain sense, must be
determined by man himself, through his decisions and his de-
liberations. Man is not only engaged in living, but also to
some extent he is engaged in making his life. Aeccordingly his
nature has the strange power of understanding what he does
and making it perceptible in all its aspects: the man W;h@ acts
and the things of which he avails himself In order to act: =d
wpdypara. The Greeks called this power Aoyos, which the
Romans rendered rather unfelicitously by ratio, reason. Man is
a living being endowed with Aéyos. The Aéyos makes us under-
stand what things are. And by expressing this, man communi-
cates his understanding to others, with whom he then discusses
and debates these wpdypara, which in this sense we would call
“ affairs.” Thus the Méyos besides making possible every man’s
existence, makes possible that form of human coexistence, which
we call “ iving together.” ILiving together means having com-
mon affairs. Therefore the fullest expression of “lving to-
gether ” is the wéhis, the city. The Greeks defined man either
as an animal endowed with logos, or as a political animal.

By means of his {ogos man regulates his daily acts, with this
mmtention of “doing’ them well.” The Greeks ascribed this
function of the logos to that part of the human vital principle
which 1s not “mixed > with the body, which does not serve to
animate it, but which, on the contrary, serves to direct man’s
life by raising him above the impressions of his life to the realm
of true things. This part receives the name of vovs, mens.®
Actually, the logos merely expresses what the mens thinks and
discovers. It is the principle of what is noblest and highest in
man.

The mind had for the Greeks two sides. On the one hand it

2 AurHor’s NotE: To spare the reader an excessive Greek vocabulary I shall
nearly always translate voUs as mens, in spite of the inexactness of the latter terrn.
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consisted of that marvellous power of concentration which man
has, a power which lays his object open before him in its most
intimate and innermost aspects. For this reason Aristotle com-
pared it to light. Let us call it reflection or thought. But it is
not merely the faculty of thought, which, as such, can either be
right or err. It is a form of thought which by its very nature
goes straight and infallibly to its goal, to the very heart of its
object. It is something, therefore, which, when it functions
fully, by itself brings every thing (even the most remote thing)

face to face with man, revealing its true character and nature
above and beyond the fleeting impressions of this life. The
sphere of the mind, the Greeks would say, is the “ always.”

But on the other hand, the Greeks never conceived of the
mind as a kind of unchangeable core within man. It is a sure
and infallible way of thinking; but in this respect, it is a kind
of sense of reality, which, like a delicate sense of touch, brings
man Into contact with the inwardness of things. Aristotle,
therefore, compared it to a hand. The hand is the instrument
of instruments, since every instrument is one because it can be
“handled.” Similarly, the mind is the natural home of reality
for man. For this reason it had for the Greeks a much deeper
meaning than that of pure intellection. It extended into all
aspects of life, into all that is real in it. This sense is, therefore,
susceptible to sharpening or dulling. No one lacks it altogether.
Sometimes it is paralyzed, as in the case of the demented, but
normally it functions variously, according to a man’s state, to
his temperament, his age, and so on. Since it is sharpened by
the use made of it during one’s life, it attains its fullest de-
velopment in each individual only in his old age. Only the
aged man fully possesses this sense, this understanding of
reality which is acquired in the course of the “ experience of
life,” through intercourse and contact with things.

In every case, to act in accordance with the vods (the mens)
is to act by basing one’s judgments upon what is unshakeable
in the Universe and in life. This understanding of what is
unchangeable, of what always is in the farthermost reaches of
the world is what the Greeks, like all people who have been
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able to express themselves, called codia, wisdom. It is dis-
tributed unequally in life; it ranges from the demented to the
wise man in the highest sense, with the merely “ prudent ” man
somewhere between.

Actually I have anticipated certain ideas which logically
should come later. But it has seemed to me preferable to aim
directly at the objective even at the cost of retracing some of
my steps.

To recapitulate: for the Greeks, man as a living being
existed within the Universe, relying upon that presumptive
aspect of permanence which his mind offers to him. At this
point, the mutability of everything real became for him the
visual horizon of the Universe and of human life itself as well.
And at this point also wisdom was born. Naturally the Greeks
were not explicitly aware of this. It is even probable that they
could not have been, for a horizon, whose function is to make
us see things, will, by its very nature, not allow itself to be
recognized as such when viewed squarely. But we, who are
situated within a wider horizon, can clearily see all this.

I

THE SITUATION OF INTELLIGENCE: THE FORMS OF
Greek Wispom

With this horizon, Greek wisdom found itself bound up in a
chain of situations which require mention here.

1. Wisdom as a possession of the truth about Nature:—On
the coasts of Asia Minor there appeared for the first time, with
Anaximander, the type of “ great thinker ” who confronts the
whole universe. His aim was not only to relate to us how the
universe came into being through the agency of the gods, or
of extra-mundane agencies, as was the case In Oriental forms
of wisdom, but also to inform us of its reality. This reality,
without in the least excluding the aforementioned agencies
(this point must be emphasized) , is endowed with a unique and
essential structure. This structure results from the fact that all
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things in heaven and on earth are born of the universe itself,
and not merely of the gods; all things live in the Universe, and
when they die, they revert to it. The universal substratum
from which is born everything that exists is Nature, ¢dous.
The birth was conceived of by the Ionian thinkers, headed by
Anaximander, as a tremendous vital act. And this in two re-
spects: on one hand, things are born of Nature; they are some-
thing which Nature produces out of herself (dpx4). On this
score Nature shows herself to be endowed with a structure
peculiar to herself, and independent of theogonic or cosmogonic
vicissitudes.

On the other hand, the birth of things was conceived of as a
movement in which things go on being formed within a kind
of substance which is Nature. In this sense, Nature is not a
principle, but something which, in this first archaic budding of
thought, constituted the permanent basis that exists in all
things, as it were a substance out of which they are formed.
With the idea of the “ permanence ” of this substratum, Greek
thought forsook once and for all the paths of mythology and
cosmogony, and gave birth to what later became philosophy
and science. Things, in the sense of things generated in Nature,
receive their substance from Nature. Nature itself was, then,
something which remains eternally fecund and imperishable,
“immortal and eternally young,” as much later Euripides still
called 1t, something above and beneath the caducity of par-
ticular things, the inexhaustible (dmewpov) source of all things.
Thus the Greeks, at this primitive stage, conceived of eternity
as a perfect, never-decaying cycle of recurrent being, a peren-
nial youth in which actions revert upon their author, and are
repeated with identical youthfulness. It has even been ob-
served linguistically (by Beneviste) that the two terms aidv
and 7uvenis (eternal and young) have a common root which
expresses eternity as a perennial youth, and eternal return, a
cyclic movement. And so the great Greek thinkers, including
even Aristotle himself, called Nature “ the divine thing” (7o
Ociov) . In the ancient polytheistic religions, to be sure, being



‘16 XAVIER ZUBIRI

divine meant being immortal, but with an immortality which
derived from an inexhaustible source of vitality.

The men who thus withdrew from the universe the veil which
hid its nature, and revealed to men what it always is, were
called oodot, or, as Aristotle says, “those who philosophized
about the truth.” This truth consisted simply in the discovery
of Nature; hence, speaking of Nature, Aristotle employed inter-
changeably “ to seek the truth” and “ to seek Nature” (Phys.
191a 24). The works of these codoi were, invariably, poems
entitled ““ Concerning Nature.” Using another name, but for
the same reason, Aristotle also called these men * physiolo-
gists ”—those who sought the reason of Nature.

Men accomplished this discovery by their exceptional power
of mind, which was able to concentrate and encompass the
entire universe with its scrutinizing vision (that is what the
Greek word fewpio means), and to penetrate to the deepest
roots of the universe, thus communicating with the divine.
Hence Aristotle, in his day, said of the mind that it is the most
divine thing we possess. Indeed, the archaic Greeks originally
conceived of the mind as a divine power which permeates every-
thing, and a portion of which has been granted to man alone
among all living things, thus conferring upon him his special
status. Those to whom it was granted in exceptional and
almost superhuman degree, in their capacity of prophets of the
Truth, are the sages and their doctrine is codia, wisdom.

The content of these branches of knowledge was primarily
what today we should call astronomy and meteorclogy. The
phenomena in which Nature best manifests herself are precisely
the great atmospheric and astronomical phenomena in which
are unleashed the supreme powers that tower above all the
particular things of the universe. Furthermore, “ theory ” con-
sisted primarily in *“ contemplating the heaven, the stars.” Con-
templation of the heavenly vault led to man’s first intuition of
the regularity, proportion, and cyclic character of the great
movements of Nature. Finally, the birth, life, and death of
living beings lead us to the mechanism of Nature. For Nature
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reveals berself above all in these three aspects to him who has
the power to withdraw the veil which hides her. (Observe that
Heraclitus himself said that Nature was wont to conceal her-
selfy. This is the truth which this type of wisdom furnished
to us.

In order to evaluate justly the scope of this attitude, let us
place ourselves at its point of origin. We are dealing with a
form of wisdom, and consequently with that type of knowledge
which reaches to the furthermost ends of the world and of life,
determining their destiny and directing their existence. On this
point, the Greeks, the Chaldeans, the Egyptians, and the
Hindus were at one.

But for the Chaldean and the Egyptian, Heaven and Earth
were the product of the gods, who were in no way dependent
upon the nature of heaven and earth., Thus theogony de-
veloped into cosmogony. What the latter shows us is the place
which each thing occupies in the world, and the hierarchy of
the powers which rise above it. Therefore the Oriental sage
interpreted the significance of events. The content of his
wisdom was, to a large extent, prophecy.

But in the Indo-European world, man’s gaze came one day
to dwell longer upon the spectacle of the whole universe. In-
stead of referring it simply to a past and recounting its origin,
or projecting it into a future by divining its meaning, man’s
gaze halted “ astonished ” before it, at least momentarily. Out
of wonder, Aristotle tells us, was born wisdom. At this moment,
things stood forth established and stirring within the compact
mass of the universe. This moment when man’s mind was
fixed upon the world sufficed to divide the Hindus, Iranians,
and Greeks from the rest of the Orient. No longer were we to
have cosmogony; or, at least, cosmogony was to contain in germ
something quite different. Wisdom ceased to be mere prophecy
and became, in addition, Sophia and Veda.

Now let us observe what occurred within this vision. If we
heed their own words, the Greek sages stood at this moment
very close to the Indo-Iranian. There was but the slightest
deflection of direction, a deflection which, at an almost infini-

2
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tesimal distance from the point of divergence, was little more
than imperceptible. A slight deviation, and we have the direc-
tion which through the course of history was to lead European
man along new paths.

As was the case with the first Greek sages, there are in cer-
tain Vedic hymns and in the earliest Upanishads references to
the unmiverse in its totality—to the totality of what is and what
is not. The entire universe is situated within the absolute, the
Brahman. But, on reaching this point, the Hindu turned to
this universe either to evade it or to immerse himself in its
divine source, and, out of this evasion or immersion, he forged
the key to his existence. Man felt himself part of an absolute
whole and reverted to it. The wisdom of the Vedanta had,
above all, an operative character. It is true that eventually
man sought to pass through stages which resemble an almost
speculative knowledge. But this knowledge remained a cogni-
tive act directed toward the Absoclute. It is a communion
with it. Instead of Ionian physiology, we have Brahmanic
theosophy and theurgy.

The situation of the Greek sage was different. It was not
that he was unwilling to give guidance to man’s understanding
of the meaning of life. Even Aristotle said that one of the mean-
ings which the word oodés had in his day was that of “ leading
the others and not being led by anyone ” (Met. 982a 17). His
leadership was based upon an excellent knowledge, which
embraced all that exists, especially what is most difficult and
inacecessible to the “common man” (Met. 982a 8-12) . But
this knowledge was not operative, or rather, it was not so in
the same sense as it was for the Hindu. Greek wisdom was
pure wisdom. Instead of impelling man to cast himself into
the universe or to escape from it, Greek wisdom turned man
back, in a certain sense, before Nature and before himself.
And, by this miraculous “ turning back ” it allowed the uni-
verse and things to remain before man’s eyes, while things were
born of the universe, just as they are. The operation of the
Greek mind was an act which consisted in doing nothing to the
universe other than to leave it before our eyes just as it is. It
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is in such circumstances that Nature truly appears before us.
The act aims merely at making Nature reveal herself. There-
fore its primary attribute is truth. If the Greek sage guided
life, it was with the intention of establishing it upon the truth,
of making man live with the truth.®* This is the slight deflec-
tion by which wisdom as a discovery of the universe ceased to
be a possession of the Absolute and became simply a possession
of the truth about its Nature. Because of this modest decision
the European intellect with all its fecundity was born—an intel-
lect which began to scrutinize the abysses of Nature. The East,
on the other hand, turned toward the Absolute and followed a
path which was barren for the intelligence.

The wisdom of the great pre-Socratics sought to tell us some-
thing about Nature—through Nature herself alone. In the
Greek sage’s conception of truth, the discovery of Nature had
no other objective than the discovery itself, hence it was a
theoretical attitude.

But it would be a grave error to think that this speculation
was, in the case of the first Greek thinkers, something similar
to what later was called émwomiun, and which we would tend to
call science. This theoretical wisdom is a theoretical vision of
the world, rather than a science. The fact that our few extant
fragments of the pre-Socratics have reached us through the
hands of thinkers who are almost all posterior to Aristotle may
have distorted our picture of pre-Socratic wisdom. In fact, if
we possessed their works in toto, we should probably see that
they resembled only very slightly what we understand by phi-
losophy and science. The very contemporaries of the pre-
Socratics must have felt the actions and the words of the sage
like an awakening of a new world through the agency of
wonder. It was like an awakening to the light of day. And,
as Plato relates in the myth of the Cavern, the man who
emerges for the first time from darkness to the light of the
noonday sun first feels the anguish of dazzlement, and his

In all these observations I deliberately leave aside the religion of Israel and
Christianity, which brought a new meaning to Wisdom and Truth.
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movements are an unsure groping, guided by his memory of
the former darkness, rather than by the new light. In his
vision and in his life, this man sees and lives i light, but
he interprets from darkness. Hence the markedly confused
and twofold character of this wisdom in its waking moments.
On the one hand, it moved In a new world, the world of
truth; but it interpreted and understood this world with recol-
lections from the former world—irom the myth. Thus the
sages still had the accoutrements and accents of the religi-
ous reformer and the oriental preacher. Their “discovery ™
still resembled a kind of “revelation.” When Anaximander
tells us that Nature is a * principle,” the functions he assigns
it closely resemble those of a domination. Wisdom itself still
had many of the aspects of a religious rule; the men who de-
voted themselves to it ended by leading a Bios fewpyricds, a
theoretic existence, which calls to mind the life of religious
communities; the philosophical schools had the air of sects.

One step more remained to be taken before the mind of the
sage could occupy a different position.

2. Wisdom as a vision of being: —In the first half of the 5th
century a decisive step was taken. This was the work of
Parmenides and Heraclitus.

To be sure, Parmenides’ and Heraclitus® conception of the
Universe are direct antinomies: Parmenides’ is the guiescent
conception, Heraclitus’, the mobilistic. Of course things are
not so uncomplicated and simple in the concrete. But still it
cannot be denied that the antinomy exists—even when reduced
to its proper proportions. Nevertheless, rather than to empha-
size the antinomy, I believe it much more important to insist
upon the common ground on which their thoughts moved.

In the case of Ionian wisdom, speculation about the universe
led to the discovery of Nature, the source whence all things
issue, and, in a certain sense, the substance from which they
are made. And so, for Parmenides and Heraclitus, “ to issue
from Nature ” meant “to have being,” and the “substance
from which things are made ” was equivalent to “ what things
are.” Nature thus becomes the principle which causes things
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to be. This relationship between Nature and being, between
¢pvois and elvoe is the well-nigh superhuman discovery of Par-
menides and Heraclitus. Indeed, it can be said that only with
them did philosophy begin.

Nevertheless, it is necessary to make several observations
regarding this intellectual operation.

It would be a complete anachronism to claim that Par-
menides and Heraclitus created a concept of being, even the
most modest one. Nor 1s it even true that their thought refers
to what today we should term “ being ” in general. The course
of Greek philosophy had yet a long way to run, that is, until
Aristotle, before we encounter the threshold of the problem
which involves the concept of being. Neither is there in Par-
menides and Heraclitus any speculation which, without coming
to be a concept, at least moves, as Hegel would say, within
the element of “being” in general. For Parmenides, being
was a solid sphere; for Heraclitus it was fire. That aloné should
have been sufficient reason for the interpretation of their frag-
ments to center, not upon “being ” nor upon the ens in general,
but upon Nature, that very Nature which the Ionians dis-
covered for us. The poem of Parmenides bears, in fact, the
title “ Concerning Nature,” as does that of Heraclitus. But
even when the question is thus circumscribed, one must not
forget that neither of them attempted to give us something
resembling a theory of the substance of each particular thing,
but rather sought to tell us something concerning Nature, that
is to say, concerning what is permanent or consistent in the
universe, independent of the caducity of the things of our
daily life. When, over against Nature, things passed before
their eyes, not only Parmenides but also Heraclitus relegated
them-—although for different reasons—to a secondary plane,
ever obscure and problematical, in which things appear before
us without full being, hence alien to Nature, although con-
fusedly reposing on it. The only thing that interested them
was, on the contrary, that very Nature which, while supporting
all things, is not identified with them.
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Both Parmenides and Heraclitus considered Tonian physics
to be inadequate because, in the last analysis, it was a concep-
tion which, while claiming to speak to us of Nature, and thus
of something which is the source and substance of all usual
things, ended by committing itself to one of them alone: water,
air, or the like. What Parmenides and Heraclitus said con-
cerning Nature is not that. Their first step was to remove
themselves from the “ ordinary traffic” with usual things, and
replace it with a wisdom which man obtains when he concen-
trates in order to penetrate into the inner truth of things. The
man who “knows” in this way is truly the wise man. And
so we will learn what Nature is through the wisdom of the sage,
but not through the common information available to the com-
mon man in his daily life. The “ Way of Truth,” in contrast
to “ opinions of men ” (the physicists of Ionia), is what Par-
menides called this; and Heraclitus maintained, on his part,
that the sage stands apart from everything.

What did this sage have at his disposal? We have already
seen this some pages back: it is something which the Greeks
called votis and which we have called, for the time being, mens,
and which, to give the right shade of meaning to the new trend
of wisdom, we would have to call the * thinking mens.” But
this mental act is not logical thought, nor is it an act of reason-
ing, nor a judgment. To apply current school terminology we
would have to refer, rather, to an * apprehension > of reality.
Only later did the disciples of Parmenides and Heraclitus trans-
late this apprehension inte judgments. We shall soon see
why.

This thinking mens has present before it all things, and what
it apprehends in them is something basically common to all
that exists.

What is this which is common to everything? What charac-
terizes the “thinking mens” is mot that it is a faculty for
thought, which can equally well be right or be wrong. On the
contrary, what does characterize it is the possession of a kind
of profound and luminous tactile sense which makes us see
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things surely and infallibly. Thus, what it reveals to us are
things in their effective reality: to put it in school terms, its
formal object is effective reality. And this is what is common
to all that exists.

Parmenides and Heraclitus both considered that things, re-
gardless of whether they be one kind or another with respect to
the effects of daily life, have, above all else, reality: they are.
“ What there is ” became for them identical with “ what is.”
Nature consists, so to speak, of that by virtue of which there
are things. It is obvious, then, that since it is the source of the
fact that things are, it will be called 76 éév 1.e. ““ what is being.”
Reinhardt rightly observes that the neuter here represents a
first archaic form of the abstract. All hot things have in them
“hot-ness.” Similarly things which “are” will have, if I am
permitted the expression, “being-ness.”* When we say for
example, “ this is white,” we wish it to be known that the verb
“1is” has, in a certain sense, an active value, by which “ white ”
is not a mere attribute attached to the subject, but rather the
result of an action which emanates from the subject—the act
of making the thing white, or causing it to be white. “Is” is
not a simple copula, nor is “ to be ” a simple verbal substantive.
We have here, in the strictest sense, an active verb. “To be”
could be replaced by “ to occur,” “to happen,” with the sense
of “to be something which has reality.” Consequently, the
way in which Parmenides and Heraclitus conceived of Nature
brought about, even without their proposing it, a sense of being
as reality. They did not pause to give us a concept of this
physical “is.” But its meaning was determined by the end to
which this road led. This meaning, only implicit at the time
but fully explicit in its effects, is all that there is of philosophy
in the “ physics” of Parmenides and Heraclitus, but, I repeat,
it was not something thought out thematically in the form of a
concept.

¢ The author employs the progressive form, el estd siendo (*is-being-ness ), and
remarks: “I add the [auxiliary] és to emphasize the idea that “ being” signifies
something active, a kind of effectiveness.
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The difference between Parmenides and Heraclitus becomes
evident when we define more closely the active value of their
14 ]‘iS°99

For Parmenides, the things of the universe “ are ” when they
have consistence, when they are fixed, stable, and solid. Physi-
cal reality is equivalent to solid firmness, or solidity. All that
exists is real to the extent that it rests on something stable
and solid. Nature is the only thing (uwévev) which “is” to
the full extent; it is the only true solid, full, without interstices
or gaps. °° Not being ” is emptiness and distance. Nature for
Parmenides was a compact sphere. It alone completely de-
serves the name of “being.” And this is not true of the mal-
leable things of our daily life.

For Heraclitus, on the contrary, “to be” amounted to
* having come to be.” The famous “ becoming ” of Heraclitus
is not universal mobilism, as Cratylos subsequently claimed,
but a yiyveofar, a verb whose root bears the double meaning
of “to be born” and “to occur,” that is, the meaning of “to
be being produced.” But if such is the case, it denoctes also
“ to be being destroyed.” And in both senses things “ are” or,
if you wish, “ maintain themselves.” The stable substance
whence everything issues, Nature, is fire. Since every act of
being produced supposes something from which the thing is
produced, Heraclitus thought that this something is always
something opposite. And this internal structure of opposites
is what Heraclitus called kharmony.

But, passing over the antithetical content of the two con-
cepts, we find something in a certain sense common to them,
and more important than their mutual difference. Nature is,
as it were, a stable “ force of being.” Plato in his day still
spoke of being as 8vwauss, force or capacity.

And this “force of being” is revealed to man through a
special “sense of being,” which is, therefore, a principle of
truth. For Parmenides and Heraclitus this sense, whether we
call it mens or logos, or the inner structure of both, is, above
all else, a cosmic principle. In Parmenides this is clear. And it
is mo less clear with respect to the logos of Heraclitus. The
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logos is something in man which says one thing with many
words; and the many words are converted into logos by some-
thing which makes them “ one.” From the standpoint of what
the logos says—i. e. from the standpoint of that which is said,
this means that each one of the things expressed by the words
is real only when there is some bond which unites it with the
single whole, when it merges with it. And this bond is the
“1is” which refers each thing to its opposite. Hence Hera-
clitus conceived of the logos as the unifying force of Nature,
whose structure—one - of opposites—is subject to plan and
measurement.

Man has a share in this logos and in this mens; they are re-
vealed to him as a sort of inner voice, or interior guide which
from our innermost depths reflects and expresses what things
are, and by which we must abide if we seek to speak truly
about things. Our mens and our logos are thus a principle of
wisdom. However much Parmenides and Heraclitus may have
differed in their conception of the wise man, they were essen-
tially at one with respect to the fact that from their time on,
wisdom adhered to the vision of what things are. The wise
man was thenceforth dedicated to the discovery of “being.”
Only what “is” can be known; what “is not” cannot be
known.

For a clear understanding of the significance of this dis-
covery, let us recall, once more, that the primitive physiologist
employed the idea of ¢dois and $iew, Nature and birth, in the
most concrete and active sense. This idea embraced two
aspects: on the one hand, the idea that things * are born of ”
or “die in”; on the other hand, that the fulfilment of this
process is that things come to be or cease to be. Let us bear
in mind that from this very root whence comes the word
“ genesis ” comes the verb-form which expresses ““to occur.”
The Ionians employed the verb yiyvoua: in a way that was not
exclusively attached to either one of the two meanings “ to be
born ” or “to occur”’; and it thus for them still meant both
things together, as long as they remained connected with their
common root. But this common root, which is the only point
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on which the Ionians thought fully, led inevitably to a choice
between the two alternatives. And so, when we consider
Nature in the first of the two aspects, we achieve a view of a
“ whole ” from which all things are born and from which they
receive their substance. Each thing is thus an “ offspring ™ of
this “all.” This is the channel along which also moved the
oldest of the Vedas and Upanishads, taking as their point of
departure the all in the form of the Brahman.

But Greek thought followed, instead, the other possible
aspect of vyiyvopar. Nature thenm appeared as a “force of
being.” The dynamic element of the force was preserved, but
was wholly transferred into * being.”

The philosophical literature of India does not employ the
verb as (to be), but the verb bhu (the cognate of the Greek
¢vew) which has the meaning of being-born and begetting. All
the splendid wealth of intellectual nuances with respect to
things 1s expressed by the innumerable forms and deviations to
which the second verb gave origin. Things are bhuta (off-
springs) ; the being is bhu (he who is born) , etc. The verb as—,
on the contrary, had for its sole mission that of a simple copula
without further implications. So wholly was it without implica-
tions that the thought of India never arrived at the idea of
essence. The thought of India is an actual example of what
would have been the case in Greece, and consequently in all
Europe, had it not been for Parmenides and Heraclitus. In
Aristotelian terms, it was a speculation about things as a whole,
without ever reaching the point of first considering the fact that
they ““are.”

This slight deflection in the direction of man’s thought was
sufficient to give rise to Parmenides and Heraclitus. By inter-
preting the Brahman as the universal soul, the Hindus ended
up with a certain kind of ontogony. By taking Nature as a
force of being, the West, as we shall see, arrived at an ontology.

But first, one further step remained to be taken. This was
the work of the generations immediately following the Persian
Wars. But, after Parmenides and Heraclitus Wisdom was no
longer simply a vision of Nature, but a vision of what things
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are, of the principle and substance which makes them be, of
their “ being.”

3. Wisdom as a rational science of things:—The generations
immediately following the Persian Wars received the benefits
of this gigantic conquest. The new life which flowered in Greece
enormously enriched what had been the usual world of the
Greeks up to then. Above all, we must note for our purposes
the gradual development of a certain number of branches of
knowledge, modest in appearance, but whose growing impor-
tance was to be a decisive factor in Hellenic intellectual life.
These special branches of knowledge were called réxvar—we
would call them techniques. But the Greeks understood the
word altogether differently. For us, technique means doing.
For the Greeks it meant knowing how to do. The concept of
réxvy belongs to the order of “ knowing.” So true is this that
Aristotle at times applied the term to wisdom itself. These
réxvar for the most part had to do with knowing how to cure, to
count, to measure, construct, lead battles, and so on. For a
long time, this situation had been developing; but now these
réxvar began to take on substance. And the men of this new
epoch were confronted both with the remnants of the ancient
exemplary wisdom and at the same time with these réxvai,
which were applied—not to Nature, massive and divine, as was
the ancient wisdom—but to those objects which are indis-
pensable for daily life, and which had been excluded, as un-
worthy, from the realm of being. The numbers to which the
7éxvas had attained made it difficult to maintain the situation.
This ordinary world, so rich, so fertile, could not remain outside
the bounds of philosophy. Things, in their primary sense, are
those things with which man is occupied during the course of
his daily life, and of which he avails himself in order to satisfy
his needs or to solace himself. In this sense the Greeks called
them wpdyuara and xpripara. And it is these things which
posed an acute problem for philosophy.

But precisely in the very work of Parmenides and Heraclitus
there was something which was to preserve the new reality.
Wisdom, let us observe, was a knowledge of things which are.
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The organ with which we gain this knowledge—the vofis—con-
sists, on its part, in making us see that things have effective
being in one way or another. When the philosophy of Ephesus
and Elea had overcome the first difficulties 1t encountered,
there remained floating in the atmosphere, as a result of this
speculation, the notion of “ being.”

As T have already pointed out, for Parmenides and Hera-
clitus the word * being ” still preserved an active value deriving
from ¢dew and ylyvopar. But now, thanks to those two titanic
thinkers, “is” acquired a content of its own; it broke away
from “ to be born ” and took on a usage and meaning more and
more remote from yiyvopas. The process of thought by means
of which this took place characterizes the work of the three
generations after Empedocles. And this process followed two
paths that ultimately converged.

On the one hand, both Parmenides and Heraclitus, on specu-
lating about the Nature of the Ionians, understood it, as we
have seen, as “ that which is in the process of being “—the very
force of being. Let us leave aside the negative aspect of the -
question, namely, that world which the wise man had ruled
out as something which in the last analysis lacked complete
being. If we center our attention on the positive aspect, above
all, on what Parmenides had to say * concerning that which
is,” we shall see that this “is,” which for the philosopher of
Elea still had an active value, attracted the attention of his
followers in such a way that it lost its active value and came
to signify only the ensemble of characteristics which constitute
that which is: something solid, compact, continuous, one,
whole, ete. “Is” thus refers simply to the result, and not to
the active force which leads to the result. When thus “de-
natured,” that is to say, when wholly independent. of Nature
and birth, “is” leads to the idea of things. But at this stage
no objection is found to there being many things. The common
things of life lay aside their common aspect and become simply
“things ”; xpiuera immediately become vra. Thus the world
we all live in and which at first was excluded from philosophy,
re-entered in a new form, namely that of “ many things.” This
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moment marks the birth of the notion of * thing,” and—this is
the essential point upon which I must insist—it was born at
the moment when the notion “is ” dropped once and for all its
active value deriving from yiyvopa:, and took on one of the
several possible values inchoatively implicit in it, namely the
one which refers to the final condition of the born or begotien
object.

But on the other hand there was something more. As we
saw, knowledge was for Parmenides and Heraclitus simply
knowing what 1s. This means that, just as Nature is that which
is in the process of being, so also the mens is a * sense of being
which maintains itself, by itself, in reality. “JIs” was thusin a
certain sense the actual substance of the mens and the logos.
Thus, when “ to be ” became independent of ““ to be born,” it
also became independent of our human reality. When thus
divorced from anima and mens it tock on an autonomous
status: that of is, the copula. Up to this point, the copula
had played no role in philosophy. But now it was to enter
mn through the door opened by Parmenides and Heraclitus.
Thought, in addition to being Impression and vision, became
affirmation or denial. The buttress of “is” came to be first
and foremost the logos. The logos of daily life, the logos which
says what man thinks in the course of his daily life, and which
serves to define it, entered in its turn into the realm of phi-
losophy as “ affirmation ” or ““ denial.”

And the two developments that “is” underwent after losing
the active value which it possessed by virtue of its original
roots both in the notion of “ being born” and in the mens,
converged in a striking fashion. The “is” expressed by the
copula came to be understood above all as the “is” of things,
and vice-versa. Thereupon a totally new situation arose,
namely affirmation or denial with respect to things.

Obviously (we hasten to say) at the time no one speculated
either upon the idea of “things” or upon affirmations with
respect to things. But speculation was focused upon “ things ”
and turned in the direction of things insofar as they are ex-
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pressed in an affirmation or a negation. This was the fruit of
the genius of the new spirit.

To be specific, let us first approach the question from the
standpoint of things. Of course, in principle at least, the idea
that Nature is the source of things was preserved in Empedocles
and Anaxagoras. Nature alone, then, properly deserved the
title of being in a full and true sense. It is true that, along-
side Nature, none of the things of this ordinary world is, in
the last analysis, a “ thing ” in the full sense of the word, and,
precisely because it is not, its birth and death cannot be
interpreted as a true act of generation, but only as a simple
composition and decomposition, which implies, in turn, the
existence of many other true things. Nature contains “ many
things ” (this time in the strict sense of the word) from whose
combination common things resuit. Each of them is a “ thing ”
in the sense given to the word by Parmenides. So, on applying
the idea of “ thing > to the common world, the Greeks found
themselves inexorably compelled to continue disqualifying the
latter, but now breaking it up into a multiplicity of true things
whose closely packed totality constituted Nature. Empedocles
called these “true things” the “ ultimate elements,” and be-
lieved them to be four in number. Anaxagoras called them
“seeds ” and believed that they were infinite in number, but
not separated, with the result that in every piece of reality,
however small, there is a bit of the whole. A generation later,
Demaocritus continued to consider them infinite In number, but,
in support of his view, separated from one another by void.
Thus for the first time the reality of the void was proclaimed:
here we have the idea of the atom. The next generation, with
Archytas, inclined rather to this idea of points of force, so to
speak, which had no extent but which were extensible in space.
Plato, in his turn gave a generic name to all the ultimate
things, orouyeia, elements. Understanding things came to mean
knowing the manner in which they are composed of these ele-
ments. Empedocles and Anaxagoras thus spoke of common
things as representing the predominance of certain roots or
seeds over others; Democritus spoke of combinations of atoms;



SOCRATES AND GREEK WISDOM 31

Archytas of geometrie combinations. But in any event common
things came to be characterized by what, after Democritus,
was called oxfjuo or €idos (scheme, or figure).

The organ which achieves this interpretation of the universe
is the logos, which affirms or denies one thing with respect to
another. At the outset, it was understood that each of the
terms of an aflirmation is, on its part, a *“thing,” and that to
be, or not to be, is to be joined or separated. To affirm or deny
was simply to join or to separate by means of the logos. Thus
it was said, for example, by Empedocles that birds are pri-
marily fire. The “ fire-stuff ” is, on the one hand, the * being ”
of the bird, but, in addition, it makes us understand what the
bird is. The logos, which originally meant speech or under-
standing, came then to denote that which is understood. Thus
fire is both the being of the bird and its reason. This reason
continued to be called logos by the Greeks. It is a logos which
belongs to the thing before it does to the individual who ex-
presses it. It is, as the Greeks would say, the logos of the &v
(the ent) ; hence it is something which pertains to the structure
of the latter. With this step the world of the logos was born.
The idea of “many things > led to the idea of being as reason,
the idea of the rationality of things. The way for this idea had
been prepared by Heraclitus, but only at this point did it
attain full development.

After this new stage, the natural place of reality was reason.
And soon, for the first time, there began to function that mar-
velous combination of reasons, Aéyor, which we call reasoning.
This was the contribution of Zeno above all, and not of Par-
menides as is generally said. Of course, with Zeno, we are still
at a rudimentary stage. In this first archaic form of logic, to
affirm or to deny was to join or to separate things. Out of it,
grew the famous aporiae of Zeno. Regardless of the ultimate
significance of this logic, every interpretation of it must start
at this point. We can already recognize in this logic the
gigantic step that Aristotle subsequently took with his dis-
covery, not only of things but also of their * affections or acci-
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dents,” a discovery with which he changed the entire face of
the logos and created the edifice of classical logic.

In the generations which followed, those of Democritus and
Archytas, the new instrument produced the first splendid
achievements of the Athenian spirit; mathematics, the theory
of music, astronomy, and the theory of temperaments began
to be codified. Only twice was there to pass through the world
of the logos a symptomatic convulsion. This happened once
when Plato asked whether the elements of reason were them-
selves rational, and again when Theaetetus discovered ration-
ally in the square root of 2 the reality of the irrational. But it
mattered little.

In those three successive generations an enormous mental
creation took place. Things toock om a rational structure:
being was reason. The mens became understanding and flowed
into the logos: the fact that a thing “is” was no longer the
object of vision, but of intellection and diction. Wisdom
ceased to be a vision of being and became a science: the
thinker more and more turned his eyes away from Nature and
fixed his attention on each thing. Nature with a capital letter
gave way to nature with a small letter. Each thing had its
nature. The mission of the wise man was to discover it ration-
ally: thenceforth he would be the scientist. Aristotle tells
us, indeed, that the term codés applies also to the man who
has a strict and rigorous science of things (Met. 982a 13) .

This was the result of that minute factor which crept into
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the European mind to plague it without cease: “1is

4. Wisdom as rhetoric and culture: —After the Persian Wars,

were not alone in developing. Likewise, and most notably,
there developed a change in the situation of the citizen in
public life; and with this change was born a new séxvn: politics.
Man’s logos is not only the faculty for understanding things;
it is also, as we pointed out, what makes community life pos-
sible. Community life comes into existence when affairs are
shared in common. And no affair becomes common without
imparting a certain character of publicness to the thought of
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each individual. We saw in the preceding paragraph how the
idea of each thing entered into philosophy together with the
logos which enunciated it. But furthermore, along with the
idea of “each thing ” entered the logos of each citizen. And
because of this new aspect of the logos, philosophy was to find
itself in undreamed-of regions. This was the achievement, to
some extent, of Sophistry, under the leadership of Protagoras.
Not that Sophistry was exclusively, or even primarily, philoso-
phy, but unquestionably it involved some kind of philosophy,
implicitly or explicitly. Of course, insofar as it had philosophi-
cal aspects, Sophistry—however paradoxical this may seem—
was possible thanks to Parmenides and Heraclitus. Let us re-
call once more how “is” shed its active value in the realm of
both things and thought. Let us now consider thought, not as
it functions to enunciate things, but in its public function—
speech. Of what do people speak? Of things. But the things
that constitute public life are ““affairs.” Science, as we saw,
immediately interpreted these xpijpora and wpdypara as dvra;
instruments, utensils and means of life were, above all,
“things.” But now, on the contrary, what science had called
“things ” passed to a secondary plane, and in the forefront
stood “ things ” in the sense of things with which we are occu-
pied and which we utilize. And in this wider sense, many
things are “ things ” which are not so in the sense of beings, or
entia, for example, affairs, and science itself. It is things in
this sense of which men talked among themselves.

To continue, the “is ” of conversation became the “is™ of
things as they appear in daily life. The logos of conversation
is not a simple enunciation; on the contrary it expresses an
asseveration which confronts the asseverations of the other
participants in the conversation. *“Is” thus reflects that which
makes conversation possible, that goal towards which every
asseveration aims and before which every asseveration must
bow. When “is” acquired a status of its own in intellection,
we had affirmation or denial of things. When “is” is intro-
duced thematically into dialogue it means, indeed, ““ something
is,” that is to say, the truth. Every asseveration aims at being

3
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9

true, seeks to derive substance and support from this “is.
*Ts ” is what is common to all men; it is, so to say, the * cum ”
of “ community life.” Thanks to it, mere elocution becomes
dialogue. We must not forget this connection when we inter-
pret the significance of what next happened: logic, as a theory
of truth, grew essentially out of dialogue. To reason was,
above all, to discuss. The truth implicit in the word “is”
affected primarily speech and thought. Along with the works
of his contemporaries Empedocles and Anaxagoras, which were
entitled “ Concerning Nature,” one of the works of Protagoras
was called “ Concerning Truth.” To be sure Parmenides had
already spoken of “the way of truth.” But for Parmenides
truth was the name of the road which leads to things, while
here it had come to mean the name of things as verified by
man. And this led the problem of “is”” into new paths. Be-
cause as long as man did no more than contemplate things and
enunciate them, he had only things before his eyes. But as
soon as he engaged in dialogue, what things are was made
patent through what the other said. Put it thus: what I have
before me is not “ things,” but the other man’s thoughts. Prob-
lems of being become automatically problems of saying. The
reason implicit in things yields place to my own reasons. And
before long the first intuition that something is true springs
from something on which all men are in agreement.

If all men said the same thing, there would be no question.
But the trouble is that questions do arise precisely when men,
in their attempt to build their lives out of things, find them-
selves in mutual discord. Conversation will serve as a principle
for bringing them into agreement. Here is the fundamental
fact which served as the starting point of Protagoras. “1Is”
makes community life possible only when every individual
statement has some sort of validity. This fact had two
consequences.

First, disagreement makes it evident that “is” as a prin-
ciple of dialogue, and as a basis for community life, means
“ how things appear to the eye.” “ To be ™ signifies ““ to seem.”
To every individual (and this is the significance of dialogue)

35



SOCRATES AND GREEK WISDOM 35

things appear in a certain manner. But we are not dealing here
with subjectivism. On the contrary, we are dealing with the
fact that men cannot talk of whether things are or are not,
except according as they refer to them. This reference is essen-
tial to the common things of life, and is what makes them
such. What occurs then is simply that things “ appear ” before
men. The “being” of the common things of life means for
these men “ appearing.” Something which did not appear to
anyone would not be a thing of daily life. The criterion of
being or not being, as far as concerns things in the sense of
Xxphipara, or common things, is their appearing before men’s
eyes. This is the famous statement of Protagoras. In it he
enunciates something trivial and not open to objection, namely
that the life of men is the touchstone of the being of the things
we deal with in our lives.

But this “is ” of things, understood in this sense, promptly
clashed with the “ being ” of things in the other sense, the sense
of existing in Nature. When this occurred, Protagoras sought
to play the rdle of wise man in the ancient manner. He sought
to establish the things of life “ scientifically.” When they are
taken as things existing in Nature, the assertion of Protagoras
leads to making a relationship of “is,” a mpds =i, as Sextus
Empiricus said on expounding the doctrine of the Sophist of
Abdera. The “ physical ” reality of things is nothing but a
relationship. No thing is a thing in itself; it is a thing only by
virtue of its relationship to something else. And in this system
of relationships there is one relationship which is decisive for
men, namely that of “appearing.” Things “appear™ to man;
they “appear” to him to be thus or so. “Being as relation-
ship ” is revealed in the notion of ““knowledge as opinion,” or
86€a. This is not subjectivism, or relativism, but a system of
relationships.

But there is a second consequence, as important as the first.
It is not a mattter of taking opinions as verbal pronounce-
ments, but as assertions which are claimed to be true and which
issue, consequently, from the very being of things. It is evi-
dent, then, that if there is diversity of opinions, it is because
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there is diversity within everything. More specifically, for
every opinion, there exists in principle another diametrically
opposed counter-opinion which derives from reasons likewise
drawn from things, since it is things which appear diametrically
the reverse to my neighbor. The Myew of the political animal
(what he says) is subject to dvrihéyew (contradiction). And
since what both men say is rooted in the thing itself, we are
forced to agree that the relationship which constitutes its being
is constitutively antilogical. Hence the inexorable need for dis-
cussion. The essence of discussion is antinomy, for being is
essentally antilogical. This is the philosophy of Protagoras. In
it we find ourselves worlds apart from the rationality of being
which the science of his contemporaries discovered. Every-
thing is discussible because nothing has solid consistence; being
is inconsistent. Here we have the inconsistency of being face to
face with its consistency. And, by a curious paradox, for this
manner of existing in the wéhis scientific support was sought.
On this pont the influence of medicine was decisive. 1t can be
stated almost without fear of error that, while physics and
mathematics led the Greeks to the world of reason, medicine
was the great argument for the world of Sophistry. It is true
that Anaxagoras stated, as we have seen, that in everything
there is a bit of everything. Archytas and the mathematicians,
while they admitted the rationality of things, considered things
also to be in perpetual geometric movement. But the decisive
science was medicine: health and illness were important, not
only for perceiving things, but also for thinking them, with the
result that thought tended to become a new way of perceiving
things. Appearing and seeming took on more and more the
meaning of “ feeling.” And *“ to be” ended by meaning “to be
felt.” The inconsistency of being finally became a theory of
“knowledge as sensible impression.” And the Sophists sought
to transfer the thesis of Parmenides and Heraclitus to the new
philosophy.

But let us again establish the position of “opinion ” within
the frame of public life, for only with reference to the latter
does this new development have significance. Every opinion

3
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has, to begin with, a certain quality of stability. Anything
else would be a fleeting and uninteresting impression. But
opinions do not derive their stability from things, for stability
is precisely what things lack. Whatever stability an opinion
has derives solely from the man who professes it—the opiner
himself. Hence, if life requires firm opinions, theré is need to
educate men. Knowledge is no longer a science, it is merely
something in the service of the education (waideia) of a man’s
dvos. And being such, it transcends the purely intellectual
sphere: it does not exclude knowledge, but puts it at the ser-
vice of the education of man. What man? Not man in the
abstract, but the citizen. What kind of education? Political
education, Sophistry believed it could mold the new men of
Greece by disregarding truth. How could this be?

When citizens talk of their affairs it is for the purpose of
acquiring convictions. Everything is directed toward this goal.
Just as reasoning leads to the scientific logos, “ antilogy * leads
directly to the technique of persuasion, which is, as it were, the
logic of opinion. Since to be is to seem, to persuade will be to
make one opinion seem stronger than another. And this will be
achieved when one succeeds in making one’s opponent waver,
that is, in shaking his feelings. Reasoning is replaced by dis-
course: 1t becomes rhetoric. Thenceforth knowledge, in the
semse of civie education, took, on the imtellectual side, the
concrete form of rhetoric.

But rhetoric needs materials, what we would call ideas.
Ideas take on, through their social aspect, the character of com-
mon things—of things designed to be handled rather than
understood. They can be handled in two ways: by learning and
by teaching. And they thus become pafijuara, subjects of in-
struction. When knowledge becomes rhetoric the next step is
knowledge as a branch of teaching. Education consists of culti-
vating man and the ideas in him through teaching. With teach-
ing, the Sophist formed cultivated citizens full of ideas and
able to utilize them to create opinions which possessed public
validity. The same word which designates opinion in Greek
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also serves to designate repute. Rhetoric and Culture: these
embodied the wisdom of the public life of Athens.

* * *®

Let us sum up. Wisdom, which from its beginnings was a
knowledge of the ultimate truths of the world and of life, and
consequently something closely akin to religion, became, on
the coasts of Asia Minor, a discovery or possession of the truth
about Nature. With Parmenides and Heraclitus this truth
about Nature became a vision of what things are; the vision of
being took, on the one hand, the form of rational science, and
on the other hand, namely in the life of the Athenian citizen,
the form of rhetoric and culture. Such was the condition of
his world as Socrates found it: a situation whose dynamic
ingredients were essential to it, and which were to be the
starting point of his activity.

Iv

SocraTes: TaHE TESTIMONY OF XENOPHON AND ARISTOTLE

Near the beginning of his Memorabilia, Xenophon says:

Indeed, in contrast to others he set his face against all discussion
of such high matters as the mature of the Universe; how the
“ Cosmos,” as the wise men phrase it, came into being; or by what
forces the celestial phenomena arise. To trouble one’s brain about
such matters was, he argued, to play the fool. He would ask first:
Did these investigators feel their knowledge of things human so
complete that they betook themselves to these lofty speculations?
Or did they maintain that they were playing their proper parts in
thus neglecting the affairs of man to speculate on the concerns of
God? He was astonished they did not see how far these problems
lay beyond mortal ken; since even those who pride themselves most
on their discussion of these points differ from each other, as mad-
men do. For just as some madmen, he said, have no apprehension
of what is truly terrible, others fear where no fear is; some are
ready to say and do anything in public without the slightest
symptom of shame; others think they ought not so much as to set
foot among their fellow-men; some honour neither temple, nor altar,
nor aught else sacred to the name of God; others bow down to
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stocks and stones and worship the very beasts:—so is it with those
thinkers whose minds are cumbered with cares concerning the Uni-
versal Nature. One sect has discovered that Being is one and
indivisible. Another that it is infinite in number. If one proclaims
that all things are in a continual flux, another replies that nothing
can possibly be moved at any time. The theory of the universe
as a process of birth and death is met by the counter theory that
nothing ever could be born or ever will die.

But the questioning of Socrates on the merits of these speculators
sometimes took another form. The student of human learning
expects, he said, to make something of his studies for the benefit of
himself or others, as he likes. Do these explorers into the divine
operations hope that when they have discovered by what forces
the various phenomena occur, they will create winds and waters at
will and fruitful seasons? Will they manipulate these and the like
to suit their needs? or has no such notion perhaps ever entered
their heads, and will they be content simply to know how such
things come into existence? But if this was his mode of describing
those who meddle with such matters as these, he himself never
wearied of discussing human topics. What is piety? what is im-
piety? What is the beautiful? what the ugly? What the noble?
what the base? What are meant by just and unjust? what by
sobriety and madness? what by courage and cowardice? What is a
state? what is a statesman? what is a ruler over men? what is a
ruling character? and other like problems, the knowledge of which,
as he put it, conferred a patent of nobility on the possessor, whereas
those who lacked the knowledge might deservedly be stigmatised
as slaves.” ®

This is not, of course, the only relevant text, but assuredly
it is one of the most significant, because in its brief space we
find  most of the terms which have appeared in our exposition
and it lends itself therefore better than most to situating the
work of Socrates in its proper position.

Let us add the testimony of Aristotle, according to whom
Socrates ““ occupied himself with what concerned the ethos,
seeking for the universal and being the first to exercise his mind
in defining” (Met. 987b 1).

® The citation given here, rather than an English translation of Zubiri’s version
of the Greek, is based on the translation of the works of Xenophon by H. G.
Dakyns, London, 1897, Vol. III, pp. 4-5.
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Everyone is familiar with the picture of Socrates given by
Plato in his Apologia: the just man, who prefers to accept the
law, even though it turns against his life.

One thing stands out clearly: Socrates assumed a certain
attitude wvis-a-vis the philosophy of his times, and on the basis
of this attitude began his own activity.

v

Socrates: His Arrirupe Towarps THE PHILOSOPHY
oF His TIMES

First let us examine the attitude of Socrates towards the
philosophy of his times.

The world in which Socrates lived had participated in an
experience of fundamental importance to man; one which, with
respect to our problem, may be summed up under three heads:
the establishment of the city-state as a result of the access
to public life enjoyed by every individual, with his personal
opinions; the crisis of traditional philosophy; and the develop-
ment of the new branches of knowledge. The participation of
the citizen in public life prepared the way for rhetoric and the
ideal of the cultivated man. This culture, furthermore, harked
back to the great figures of traditional wisdom—Anaximander,
Parmenides, Heraclitus and the others—not in search of such
truth as they might have to offer, but because of the popular
esteem in which they were held. Thus their words ceased to
represent wisdom and became, instead, things for handling:
7émwou, to be utilized to the individual’s own advantage or bene-
fit, with the art of polemic. Zeal and insolence now had a
common source: the rémos. OUn the other hand, the people
upheld the new beloved réyva: against the ancient classical
wisdom. While the latter was something divine, the former,
according to the myth of Prometheus, were booty stolen from
the gods. With the 7éyvar men acquired wisdom in the ways
of life. They were forms of knowledge acquired in the course
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of life and available to anyone through the agency of instruc-
tion, that is to say, pabfijuara.

This experience was situated in a special environment, <. e.,
public life. This gave it its particular character, which was
much more essential, in the opinon of Socrates, than was its
content. All such experience is an experience of the affairs and
things of life, above all, of those things which are public. It is
within the bounds of daily life that such experience assumes a
meaning and a scope of its own.

Indeed, not only were what was known as “ideas” public
things, but furthermore knowledge itself, as such, came to be a
public thing. Knowledge degenerated into conversation and
dialogue into dispute. In dispute, everything had its opposite
and in this antinomy the antilogical character of the being of
things became manifest, that is to say, the being of things lost
all its aspects of importance and dignity., The great “wis-
doms ” had grown out of a precccupation with the problem of
being and they were transformed inte 7émoc precisely when
their foundation upon the substantiality of being crumbled.
If being is antilogical, then everything is true in its own fashion,
in each man’s fashion, and when being *“ evaporates ” so does
man himself. Man’s being becomes a mere attitude. Or, to
express the same thing differently, nothing has importance for
the Sophist, and therefore nothing matters to him. Only his
own opinions matter to him, and not because they are im-
portant, but because others deem them important; not because
he himself takes them seriously, but because others do. Aris-
totle said, therefore, that Sophistry was not wisdom, but only
the appearance of wisdom, in other words, intellectual frivolity.
So, even though Sophistry was disqualified on the basis of its
lack of content, it did at least pose for philosophy the problem
of the existence of the Sophist. Sophistry, as philosophy, did
not attract the attention of Socrates, nor of Plato, nor of Aris-
totle, save for its sensualistic interpretation of being and of
science, to which at one point Protagoras alluded. But the
Sophist (if not Sophistry) did draw their attention. Plato’s

(1
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Sophist and the polemic of Aristotle are naught else, indeed,
than the ontology of frivolity.

The position of Socrates corresponds to the position of
Sophistry. Socrates tovk a certain stand in the face of this
type of existence, and upon this stand depended the content of
his own very existence.

Socrates did not take over the content of the intellecutal
experience of his contemporaries, isolating it from the situation
whence it emerged. Quite the contrary. This point must be
emphasized if we are to understand, in its full scope, the atti-
tude of Socrates towards the content of intelligence.

Socrates’ first reaction to the wave of publicness was with-
drawal, withdrawal from public life. He realized that he lived
in times when the best in man could be saved only by his
retiring to private life. And this attitude of his was anything
but an elegant or petulant gesture. Protagoras had a modicum
of mntellectual content; but the two generations of Sophists that
followed him did nothing, as far as intelligence is concerned,
but converse and pronounce discourses of empty beauty, which
was a vocation quite different from that of engaging in dialogue
and reasoning. In order to engage in dialogue and to reason,
one must have things. The serious business of dialogue and
the toil of reflection or reasoning are possible only if we believe
in the substantiality of things. But when being dissolves into
pure antilogy, when all is transmuted into pure insubstantiality,
man is cast adrift on a sea of frivolity. And what had caused
being to lose its reality and gravity for these men? Simply the
loss of that very thing which made its reality clear to the eyes
of the great thinker: the mens. When speech became inde-
pendent of thought, and thought in turn ceased to revolve
wholly around the center of things, the Aéyos was left loose and
adrift. For the Adyos has two aspects: the private and the
public. On the contrary, thought, or reflection, has but one:
the private. The only thing we can do is express thought in
the Aéyos. And this is the danger inherent in all expression,
namely that it cease to express thoughts and become merely
the act of speaking as though one were thinking. When this
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does occur, man can only become silent and withdraw into his
thoughts. Socrates’ withdrawal was not a mere attitude like
the attitudes of the Sophists; it was the very meaning of his
life itself, which in turn was determined by the meaning of
being. Hence it is an essentially philosophical attitude.

The position he took conditioned Socrates’ attitude towards
traditional wisdom. In the first place, Socrates judged it from
the standpoint of its efficacy in the life which was led by the
men among whom he lived. All those references to the one, or
to the many, to the finite or to the infinite, to repose or to
movement were altogether useless for establishing daily life on
a firm basis. This and nothing else was his point of departure.
The proof is that, as the decisive argument, we are told in the
passage from Xenophon given above that after knowing the
structure of the cosmos we cannot bend it to our needs. So
Socrates dispensed altogether and immediately with whatever
truth there may be in such speculation. . What interested him
was to emphasize its futility as a way of life. To be sure, he
already had called mad “those who concern themselves with
Nature.” But this is another aspect of the question and one
intimately linked with the first aspect. We shall return to it
subsequently. This wisdom which leads to antilogy (the essen-
tial point for Socrates) showed clearly that wise men were, in
this respect “ de-mented.” They lacked mens, vots. Such
Wisdom had forsaken voeiv and had become mere Aéyew.

And what drove Socrates to retirement was likewise what
shaped his attitude. Wisdom was born of the mens. When it
forsook the mens, it ceased to be Wisdom. Knowledge was no
longer the fruit of an intellectual life, but a mere recipe book
of ideas. Therefore Socrates eliminated it. But it is obvious
that what led him to eliminate it was at the same time the only
thing which could save it, Socratic irony is the expression of
the noétic structure which was destroyed in order to save
wisdom. And the proof that this was his attitude is that he
says nothing to us regarding the physical discoveries of Demo-
critus, nor of the budding Athenian mathematics. Naturally
not. To us, who have inherited the magnificent legacy of Greek
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mechanics, astronomy, medicine, and mathematics, it seems
that these are what Hellenic science was. But let us recall
that all this science began to acquire its enormous volume
with astonishing rapidity precisely with the generation after
Socrates. We are told that the Platonic Academy was so im-
pressed by the quantity of new knowledge, that it believed a
man needed more than one life simply to make note of it. And
Democritus, the contemporary of Socrates, was held to be the
last true encyclopedist of knowledge. It is evident that these
branches of knowledge-—the only ones which have any im-
portance for us of the western world—were still almost rudi-
mentary and negligible in Socrates’ time, and that they dwin-
dled to nothing alongside the great monuments of traditional
wisdom: Parmenides, Heraclitus, even Empedocles and Anaxa-
goras. When we speak of Socrates’ negative attitude toward
science we should avoid the error of including under the head-
ing of science what we are accustomed to calling Greek science.
All the more so, since several of these sciences were cultivated,
and sometimes furthered with genius, by men belonging to
schools of thought whose inspiration was Socratic. Further-
more, o maintain that Socrates needed to dedicate himself to
these sciences in order not to despise them is a demand alto-
gether excessive from any point of view.

The only thing to be added with regard to these new branches
of knowledge is what we have already observed with reference
to classical wisdom: the danger that the man of science might
also lose his mens as did the Sophist. This is the great risk
run by science; and probably these apprehensions were no.
strangers to the heart of Socrates.

To sum up, the intellectual attitude of Socrates towards the
inteliectual attitude of his epoch was, In the first place, the
negation of its trend, which was towards public life. Socrates
retired to his home, and in his retirement recovered his wobs,
thereby interrupting the course of traditional Wisdom. Being
recovered its importance and gravity. Things thus recovered
their consistence, again became substantial, and posed authentic
problems.
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With these problems man likewise assumed dignity. What
man does and does not do, and how he does it, becomes in-
volved in something more significant than himself, namely,
what he and things “are.” The reappearance of the problem
of being marked the restoration of real wisdom.

But of what wisdom? Because nothing ever becomes a
second time exactly what it once was. This is the second
question: the positive aspect of Socrates’ activity.

VI

Socrates: Wispom As ETHICS

Whatever the positive contribution of Socrates in the sphere
of philosophy may have been, it was predetermined by the
position he assumed. Was he or was he not an intellectual?
An unequivocal answer cannot be given. To us, that is to the
generations that have followed him, he was. But to his epoch
and probably to himself—for we all to some extent judge our-
selves from the standpoint of our world—he was not.

To his epoch he was not. Because Socrates did not devote
himself to any of the pursuits which in his time were deemed
intellectual. He did not occupy himself with cosmology; nor
with the traditional problems of philosophy. He was not, of
course, the inventor of the concept nor of the definition. Aris-
totle’s remarks need not necessarily be taken in the strictly
technical sense which they later acquired. As a matter of fact,
Aristotle only said that Socrates sought to know what things
are in themselves, not with reference to circumstances; and
that he tried to concentrate upon the meaning of words, in
order not to be carried away by the sheer briiliance of speeches.
Neither is it very probable that Socrates made great ethical
discoveries; at least it is not evident that he was concerned with
aught else than public and private virtue in its various aspects.
How could he have been regarded as an intellectual? The
intellectual of his times was an Anaxagoras or an Empedocles,
a Zeno, or, perhaps, a Protagoras. Socrates was nothing of the
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sort, nor did he seek to be. On the contrary he preferred not
to be.

Was he then simply a just man, a man of perfect morals?
We are not absolutely certain what morality he professed, nor
even are we acquainted in detail with his life. Furthermore,
politics has helped, with its errors, to create great historical
figures in the imagination of citizens. At all events, his unques-
tionable moral eminence would not have justified his influence
on philosophy. And yet it was decisive. All the historical
criticism in the world cannot dispel this fact, whose details may
be confused, but whose magnitude remains unchangeable.

To put it baldly, Socrates did not create science; he created
a new type of intellectual life, of wisdom. His disciples har-
vested the fruits of that mew life. And as happened with
Parmenides and Heraclitus in their day, so did it with Socrates.
When a new life dawns, it is at first understood in the light of
the old day. Hence to some, Socrates was but another Sophist;
to others, a good man. To those who followed him, he was an
intellectual. Actually, he simply inaugurated a new kind of
oodia. Nothing more, but nothing less.

Up to now we have seen this new wisdom only in the nega-
tive light of Socrates’ withdrawal from the intellectual life
which was in vogue, his emphatic rejection of it. Socrates
kept aloof from public life, withdrawn into his own private
existence. He cast aside rhetoric in order to ponder seriously
on Being and Thought. But it would be an error to suppose
that his withdrawal meant that he adopted an attitude of total
isolation. Socrates was not a solitary thinker.

That a life be private is not the same as that it be isolated.
On the contrary, there is the danger that the solitary man will
find his isolation to be a form of notoriety and, therefore, of
publicness. That some of his disciples thus misinterpreted his
attitude is well known. It is not a question of this, nor of what
solitude meant to Descartes, for example. The “ Solus re-
cedo ” of Descartes, solitary communion with himself and his
thoughts, is a far cry from the position of Socrates, for the
simple reason that there has never been a Greek who adopted
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such an attitude. Socrates returned to his home, to a life like
that of anyone else, without giving himself over to the novelty
of a progressive conception of life, as did the Athenian élite,
but also without allowing himself to be impressed by the sheer
power of the past. He had his friends and talked with them.
For every true Greek the word “to talk” is as closely asso-
ciated with “to think,” as for the Semite “to pray ” is with
“to recite.” The prayer of the Semite is an oration; some-
thing in which his os (mouth) participates. For the Greek,
speech does not occur isolated from thought: his logos is at one
and the same time both things. The Greeks always have under-
stood thought as the soul’s silent dialogue with itself; and dia-
logue with others was, to them, audible thought. Socrates
was a good Greek; he thought while talking, and talked while
thinking. And incidentally, he was the first to employ dialogue
as a method of thinking.

But how did Socrates live? At least, how did he understand
that one should live? This is the essential point for us.

In the first place, one should live with voiis or mens, as we
have seen. Aristotle tells us that Socrates exercised his thought,
his 8idvora. However, there was some confusion on this point.
Traditional philosophy had grown out of the mens and had
drawn its sustenance from it, both in the soul of the philosopher
and in his expression through the logos. Nevertheless, as we
have pointed out, in this, perhaps the most critical, moment of
pre-Socratic philosophy, the mens was being applied to Nature,
to that which men were wont to call “the Divine.” The com-
mon world was thrust aside together with the things of the
world, men, and their major vicissitudes; and these were thrust
aside, not in a random fashion, not by a simple preterition, but
in a much more absolute fashion, that is to say, they were
judged unworthy on the grounds of being mere 86fa, and were
excluded from the world of being, as things that seek to be, but
do not have true being. It was for this reason that Socrates
called those philosophers demented. Actually, the generations
which immediately followed the Persian Wars reacted vigor-
ously, as we also have seen; but what triumphed in the field
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of intelligence was what led to the rational science of natural
things. The first ones to elaborate it, Empedocles and Anaxa-
goras, still too closely resembled Parmenides and Heraclitus.
On the contrary, those men whose endeavors subsequently
established science firmly, had for the most part scarcely seen
the light of day in Socrates’ time. Therefore Socrates could
not center his attention exclusively on them. And Empedocles
and Anaxagoras, if we consider them to be scientists, were
little more than embryonic. Because of their affinities with
classical wisdom, they were incapable, as it were, of satisfac-
torily coming inte touch with the things of daily life. Prota-
goras alone sought to make things his point of departure, yet
even he took them, not in the sense of natural things, vra, but
in that of usual things, xpuere. But we have seen where he
arrived.

And so Socrates is in this regard a typical representative of
his generation. We can understand why he was mistaken for
a Sophist. He tried to think and talk of things as they appear
directly in daily life, not in public life, in the realm of §é€a, but,
on the contrary, taking them as they are in themselves, that is,
as they really are, independent of circumstance. Socrates situ-
ated himself momentarily in private life. Public life was to
come later. Only a good man can be a good citizen, and only
a good citizen can be a good statesman. So Socrates applied
his mind to the ordinary things of life, without rhetoric, but
with mens. Before Socrates, the mens had been applied only
to “ the Divine,” to Nature, to the cosmos, or to the rational
mvestigation of the nature of things. Now it concentrated, by
a curious paradox, on the modest things of daily life. This
was the radical mnovation of Socrates. The grave defect of
traditional philosophy was, in his opinion, that it had dis-
dained daily life and had disqualified it as an object of Wisdom,
and then had sought to control it with considerations drawn
from the clouds and the stars. Socrates meditated on common
things, and on what man does with them in life. Moreover,
he meditated on the #éyvon. But the 7éxva: on which he medi-
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tated were, therefore, not only the ones which were established
as sciences, but also every branch of ““ knowing-how-to-do ” in
life: the crafts, such as carpentry and healing. That is to say
all the skills which man acquires in his intercourse with things.
This is the Greek conception of dpersj, or virtue, which intrinsi-
cally is wholly devoid of any primarily moral sense. “Is”
once again entered into philosophy, although not the “is” of
Nature, but the “is ” of those things which are within the reach
of man and upon which his life depends. I believe that the
excerpt from Xenophon is sufficiently explicit on this point.

Let us immediately rise to meet a false interpretation. The
fact that Socrates meditated upon the things of daily life does
not mean that he meditated only upon man and his actions.
Commonly, the testimony of Aristotle is taken to mean this.
Nevertheless, the Greek word 7fos has an infinitely broader
meaning than the one we now give to the word “ ethics.” The
ethical embraces primarily man’s attitudes towards life, his
character, his customs, and, naturally, the moral element.
Actually the word could be translated as “ way or manner of
life,” in the fullest sense of the word, in contrast to the single
meaning of “manner.” And so Socrates adopted a new way
of life: meditation upon what the things of life are. Conse-
quently, the “ ethical ” element lay not primarily in what he
meditated wpon, but in the very fact that he lived in medita-
tion. The things of life are not man, but they are the things
which are encountered in his life and on which he depends.

To make man’s life depend on meditation upon these things
is not to choose the moral in contrast to the natural as a sub-
ject of meditation; it is simply to make of meditation the
supreme ethos. In other words, Socratic wisdom does not
center upon the ethical, it is in itself ethical. That actually he
centered his meditation by preference on civie virtue is some-
thing wholly secondary. The essential fact is that the intel-
lectual man ceased to be a vagabond who lived among the stars
and became a wise man. Wisdom as ethics; this was the con-
tribution of Socrates. Basically it was a new intellectual life.

This new ethics, the ethics of meditation upon the things of

4
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life, led inevitably to a specific intellection of them. With
traditional philosophy, as we have seen, Nature is that whence
all emerges; and when wisdom tock the form of rational sci-
ence, things appeared before the mens with their own ¢ios.
“ Nature ” gave way to “the nature of each thing.” Socrates
was far removed from this for the time being. When, in order
to establish things as a basis for life, he focused his mens and
his meditation upon things as they present themselves in life,
eivar—the fact that things “ are "—took on a new value. It
was not, at the outset, anything alluding to the nature of things,
nor does this mean that Socrates discovered the concept. For
that we must wait for Aristotle and Plato. But the Aristotelian
concept is nothing but the theory of the quid, of the nature of
each thing, of its #i. What the mens of Socrates achieved by
concentrating upon the things of daily life was to see the
“what ” of the things of life. Wisdom as ethics led, therefore,
to something decisive with respect to the understanding of
things, something so significant that it was the root of all the
new philosophy, and allowed philosophy to find anew, by new
paths, the themes of traditional philosophy which, for the
moment, had been put aside.

But let us not anticipate. First a few words about the de-
velopment of Socratic meditation on the “ what” of things.
To begin with, it developed as Socrates thought and talked
with his friends. But conversation was no longer dispute. It
could not now be a matter of defending pre-existing opinions,
because there were no opinions to be defended and therefore
it would have been idle to expound them. Talking of things,
from the standpoint of things, was now what took place. Con-
versation ceased to be dispute and became dialogue, a calm and
peaceful movement among things which permitted one to steep
himself in them. It was a form of talk in which man, rather
than speaking himself, allowed things to talk; it was almost as
though things themselves spoke within us. Socrates doubtless
recalled that for Parmenides and Heraclitus man’s infallible
knowledge of things issued from something that man has within
him and which to them seemed something divine, woiis and
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Adyos. Socrates sought to eliminate all excessive allusion to a
superhuman wisdom. Man’s wisdom, for Socrates, was noth-
ing divine, feiov; he was satisfied to call it modestly dacudviov.

To attain such wisdom he held in suspension that feeling of
assurance and certainty with which man reposes upon the
things of life. He made it evident that in daily life one does
not know what he holds in his hands; the very thing which
makes life usual is precisely this ignorance. To recognize it is
to establish oneself in the life of wisdom. Thereupon things,
and along with them life itself, become problems. It is the
wisdom of ignorance, of “not knowing whereof you speak.”
Only at this price does man capture a new kind of certainty.
When we talk with a sick man, we take into consideration his
sickness, and even share his misfortune. But if we put aside
our vital relationship with him, and consequently if we ignore
this relationship of man to man which attains its fullest de-
velopment in the totality of the circumstances and situations in
which it takes place, then the sick man vanishes from before
our eyes and we are left face to face with his sickness, and the
sickness is no longer object of compassion or grief, it is simply
an ensemble of characteristics which the sick man possesses—
a quid. And this shift of attention from the sick man to his
sickness, which for the time being leaves the man to one side,
becomes paradoxically a new, firmer, and surer way of “ treat-
ing the sick.” This was the source of the universality of the
Aristotelian definition and of that singular change of the notion
of “ what” to the notion of “ why.” Socrates himself did not
even dimly discern this. But it could be achieved only by
Socratic reflection.

In this way, by this “irony,” by interrupting the course of
wisdom and establishing it on firmer and more readily accessible
ground, namely the things of daily life, Socrates saved in prin-
ciple the truth discovered by traditional wisdom. But only in
principle, for the full development of codia as a way of knowing
was the achievement of Plato and Aristotle.

Was Socrates a philosopher? If by philosopher we mean
one who has a philosophy, he was not. If we mean one who
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is searching for a philosophy, perhaps not, either. But he was
something more. Actually his life was a philosophic existence,
an existence rooted in a philosophic #fos, which, in a world
strangled by public life, opened up to a private group of friends
the realm of an intellectual life and of a philosophy, and estab-
lished 1t upon new bases, launching it In a new direction,
perhaps without realizing too clearly whither 1t was headed.
Philosophy found its constitution in Socratic reflection. The
life of Athens offered Socrates a limited number of choices: to
project himself into public life as a virtuoso of oratory and
thought, like Protagoras and his disciples; to busy himself with
the new branches of knowledge from which later were to come
the sciences; to sink himself in the amorphous mass of citizens
absorbed in the rounds of daily life; to re-enter the flow of
contemporary life—not simply to let himself be carried along
by it but to guide it by meditation based upon what the things
of Iife “ are.” Socrates unhesitatingly chose the last of these
courses. And his decision made possible the existence of
philosophy.

The actual content of his activity is of little consequence,
and his personal life of even less. The majority of his disciples
took his attitude, his #fos as a rpéwos, a manner and no more.
They tried, with more or with less mental baggage—Dbaggage
and nothing else—to imitate Socrates. Assuredly this was for
him the bitter irony of his life. Out of this imitation grew the
small Socratic schoools.

A few soughi to do something more, sought te adopt his
7)0os, to approach things Socratically, to live Socratically the
problems which things pose for the intelligence, and things
rewarded them with new oodia—the ° philo-sophy ” of the
Academy and the Lyceum.

VII
ConcrusioN: Prato AND ARISTOTLE, DISCIPLES OF SOCRATES

In what way did Plato and Aristotle carry on the work of
Socrates? With this question we return to the starting point
of this study.
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If we would get to the core of our problem it is strictly of
secondary importance to establish the exact catalogue of prob-
lems and concepts that Plato inherited from Socrates and Aris-
totle from Plato. Furthermore, it is nonsensical to speak of
intellectual discipleship in such terms. Precisely the moment
when, after the death of Plato, Speusippus put himself at the
head of the Academy on the grounds of kinship and scholastic
orthodoxy is the moment when Aristotle withdrew to Asia
Minor because he realized that being an intellectual disciple
was not a matter of sect or of family.

Plato was Socratic in a much deeper sense, as in the sam
sense was Aristotle. They both took the same point of de-
parture, namely, reflection upon ordinary things, with the inten-
tion of getting to know what man has right before his eyes,
and what he himself is to be in this life. This is what makes
Plato and Aristotle the great Socratics. But, in addition, their
development of the original reflection led them to recapture
rational knowledge and the science of statesmanship and to
establish them for the first time upon the firm basis of reflec-
tion upon the Aéyos of life. Finally, they both ended by trans-
forming their 5jfos into a new interpretation of the fundamental
problems of the universe, on the basis of man’s experience,
thus coming directly to grips with the great problems of clas-
sical wisdom. This is “ philo-sophia.” These three stages—the
primary experience of things, the rational knowledge of them,
and philosophy—are the three stages by which one single form
of reflection, Socratic reflection, reached its maturity. To be
sure, Plato and Aristotle followed different paths in the course
of this process, as we shall see. But it is much more important
for us to see that they are radii from the single Socratic focus,
and to include the divergences as part of a common develop-
ment whereby Socratic reflection, essentially one and undivided,
attained maturity.

1. The point of departure: the primary experience of things:
—Plato and Aristotle took as their point of departure reflection
upon things and the affairs of life.
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This furnished them with the first idea of what a thing is,
and thereby with a vision of Nature. Socratic reflection led
them, by other paths than were followed by the Tonlans, to the
very problems of the Ionians: the discovery of Nature.

If man lived from moment to moment, life would be basically
unstable; every act would begin at zero; everything would be a
matter of chance (70yxy); life would have the structure of dis-
connected points. But at the level of the higher animals there
is something more; memory furnishes them with a primary
framework thanks to which they not only act, but also have a
form of conduct, a Bios. And in man there is something more
still; his conduct is, for its part, determined by an understand-
ing of what he does (7éxwy). This is what gives human life its
peculiar character.

For Plato, the essence of “knowing-how-to-do > is knowing
whereof one’s acts consist. The first experience which Plato
garnered in his contact with ordinary things is this quid, their
7i. When he possesses this, man knows what he has within his
hand, and he can therefore do things well (xalds) . Thus the =
is closely associated with, and directed toward, * well-doing ™
(70 dyafév). What is this 7(? In the first place it is not what
traditional science had been seeking, for example the various
proportions in which the four elements of the cosmos enter into
each thing. No, it is something less pretentious, and within
reach of everyone; something acquired through Socratic reflec-
tion. I see at a distance an object and I think it is a man; I
approach closer and I see that it is a bush. What was believed
at first and what was seen next, together compose the assem-
blage of features or typical traits of a given thing that dis-
tinguish it from all other things. So the Athenian is distin-
guished from the Persian by his “ type ” and the governor from
the merchant by the “type ” of activity to which he devotes
himself. This assemblage of characteristics 1s what was called,
in the broadest sense of the word, €idos, figure. Plato realized
that the eyes alone do not suffice to see it. Therefore animals
do not know what things are, just as the layman does not sce
in a factory the machine, but only wheels and metal. Only



















































































































































































































































