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The present book is not an introduction to Philosophy, although it could be regarded and used as one. Nor is it a history of Philosophy, although it contains elements of one. It belongs to the category of philosophical studies that pose the question: “What is Philosophy?” Philosophy Is… is an extended, modular answer.

There are, of course, many answers to the question “What is Philosophy?” Philosophers have formulated them throughout the ages, from Greek philosophical antiquity onwards. They are brief definitions, and they have their value. Yet the first thematic study of Philosophy which, in my view, remains unsurpassed in the history of Philosophy to this day is Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (Phänomenologie des Geistes, 1807). I regard the Phenomenology, and especially its Introduction, as a foundational text of meta-philosophy. My book belongs to this philosophical field.1 It contains tendencies that may be found in the Phenomenology, as well as in the studies I shall mention below.

Few texts of a comparable kind exist in the history of Philosophy, and those that do are important. The twentieth century begins with a text by Edmund Husserl, who offered a kind of answer to the question at issue under the title “Philosophy as Rigorous Science” (Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft, 1910). Four texts cluster in the 1950s: Martin Heidegger’s lecture “What Is This—Philosophy?” (Was ist das—die Philosophie?, 1955); Jean-François Revel’s particularly interesting book Why Philosophers? (Pourquoi des philosophes?, 1957); Hans Wagner’s Philosophie und Reflexion (Philosophy and Reflection, 1959); and Dietrich von Hildebrand’s What Is Philosophy? (1960).

Since 1970 the scholarly journal Metaphilosophy has been published by Wiley–Blackwell, although relevant articles also appear in other philosophical journals. In the 1980s, Ayn Rand published Philosophy: Who Needs It (1982), and Alain Badiou published Manifesto for Philosophy (Manifeste pour la Philosophie, 1989). Three important books appeared in the 1990s: (a) Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s What Is Philosophy? (Qu’est-ce que la philosophie?, 1991); (b) Jacques Bouveresse’s La demande philosophique (The Demand for Philosophy, 1996); and (c) Pierre Hadot’s study of ancient Philosophy, What Is Ancient Philosophy? (Qu’est-ce que la philosophie antique?, 1995).

Finally, three books published in the 2000s merit particular attention: (a) the collective volume What Is Philosophy? (2001), edited by C. P. Ragland and Sarah Heidt; (b) Timothy Williamson’s The Philosophy of Philosophy (2007); and (c) Hans-Johann Glock’s What Is Analytic Philosophy? (2008). I must also mention the seminal contribution of Richard Rorty, who, from the publication of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature in 1979 to the appearance of Philosophy as Cultural Politics in the 2000s, continually nourished and renewed meta-philosophical inquiry and debate.

With regard to Greek meta-philosophical production, my book is the second original, extensive meta-philosophical treatise to be published in the Greek language, forty years after Theophilos Veikos’s Prolegomena to Philosophy (1983).2 Philosophy Is… consists of four chapters containing thirty-two sections in total. In the first chapter, entitled “The Philosophical Word”, I discuss the form assumed by philosophical thought when it is articulated in its classical, creative dimension as a disclosure of meaning. In the second chapter, “The Antiquity of Philosophy”, I address the beginnings of classical philosophical thought in ancient Greece. In the antiquity of Philosophy, I discern its timelessness. In the third chapter, I unfold my philosophical position on “Philosophy as a Classical Form of Thought”. I illuminate dimensions of classical Philosophy as a method for the development of thought. In the fourth chapter, entitled “I Teach Philosophy”, I analyse the dimensions assumed by classical Philosophy in my teaching. For me, philosophising is what occurs through its teaching.
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Philosophy appears as a completed human activity, handed down ready-made from the past. For a century it has been, above all, an object of academic research and teaching. From a philosophical standpoint, it is appropriate to question the purpose of philosophical thought, whether it was developed in the past or has been developed during the last century by academic specialists in Philosophy.

In earlier periods, from antiquity to the nineteenth century, the philosophical activity of philosophers—or the interest non-philosophers took in Philosophy—was more readily taken for granted. Philosophers possessed a distinct social standing as master practitioners of reflection, which, precisely because it was philosophical, also constituted a dimension of scientific inquiry.

Accordingly, in the search for philosophical meaning as academic capital, in a more contemporary sense, and as cultural capital, in a more historical sense, the question naturally arises: “Why do philosophers think philosophically?”—which means: “How does philosophical thought begin?” The answers are decisive for the contemporary, historical, enduring, and social legitimation and teaching of Philosophy. The meta-philosophical question concerning the beginning of philosophical thought—not its historical beginning, but its methodological one—serves the purpose of this legitimation.


“…the examination of names.”



A famous answer in the history of Philosophy to the question of Philosophy’s beginning is Epictetus’ statement: “The beginning of education is the examination of names.”3 In this context, as I have demonstrated in my doctoral dissertation,4 “education” is philosophical. The philosopher who wishes to be wise must therefore investigate the meaning of words.

The difficulty with such an answer is that it is not sufficiently primary, since the question arises: why does the expected outcome of education require Philosophy to be governed by this principle? Why does Philosophy concern inquiry into the meaning of words? What is it about words that makes us ask what they mean?

Words, through their meanings and their combinations, are instruments for the meaningful processing of our perception of reality. Philosophical inquiry into the meaning of words therefore concerns the thought that accompanies perception and is expressed in discourse containing words with the meanings we give them on each occasion.

At a more primary level, however, Philosophy begins—or could begin—not with an inquiry into the meaning of words, but with an inquiry into our failure to use them as instruments of meaning: the moment we realise that, although we use words with particular meanings, in thinking and speaking we do not understand what we perceive. When we disagree, for example, we discover that we use words not with meanings that somehow belong to the words themselves, but with the meanings each of us gives the words we use. We disagree about meaning. We fail to communicate. We fail to understand together the reality to which we refer.

Method and Rationale

Philosophy, consequently, does not possess by definition, as other human activities do, an established method of development and therefore its own rationale for developing as an activity. The method of every human activity contains the reason for which it is undertaken. A human being establishes the way in which he does something because he has a reason to do it, because what he does produces a distinct value. Conversely, in order to establish the way in which something is done and comes into being—that is, the mode of effective action—one must wish to do it for a reason connected with the value one attributes to it.

The Motor Car and Philosophy

There is, for example, a method for driving a motor car because there is a reason for driving it: the car moves and transports those who know the method by which it is driven and moved. The transportation of the driver and passengers constitutes the distinct value of driving and, therefore, of knowing the method of driving a motor car.

Correspondingly, if there were an established method for developing philosophical activity, there would be a reason for it: philosophical activity would produce products of thought for those who knew the philosophical method. The distinct value of Philosophy—and therefore of knowledge of the philosophical method—would reside in the products of philosophical activity.

Yet throughout history it has not become clear, either in historical-classical or in contemporary Philosophy, how the philosophical function is performed or how philosophical activity develops. Consequently, neither the reason why philosophical thought was and is produced, nor, more fundamentally, what the philosophical production of thought is in itself, has been made clear. Although Philosophy exists because it existed historically, and although both its history as classical Philosophy and its contemporary forms are still taught, its method—its mode of production—is not taught. Only its products, philosophical texts or philosophical ideas, are taught.

For this reason, the meta-philosophical question concerning the essence of Philosophy is posed: “What is Philosophy?” This question does not express doubt about whether Philosophy exists, since thoughts recorded as philosophical testify to its existence. It expresses ignorance concerning the way philosophical activity develops.

Moreover, philosophers pose the question as non-philosophers might pose it—that is, philosophers pose it “as though they were not philosophers”. This means: (a) that, at least methodologically, philosophers do not recognise what they do and must define it for themselves; (b) that they must also define it for non-philosophers; and (c) since no standard answer has been established throughout history, that philosophers’ answers are insufficient even for themselves and, naturally, for non-philosophers, who have no reason to find philosophers’ answers to the question “What is Philosophy?” convincing. Thus, throughout history and today, Philosophy exists without a generally accepted definition and, more importantly, without a clear method commonly accepted among philosophers.

The Existence of Philosophy and the Existence of God

The question concerning the mode of Philosophy’s existence resembles, I believe, the question concerning the mode of God’s existence. The inability to define how God exists produces atheism. The inability to define how philosophical activity is performed has continually produced doubts, not about the existence of Philosophy, but about its purpose. Within the history of Philosophy itself, Logical Positivism’s failure to recognise the purpose of a large part of classical Philosophy5 signified—and to a considerable extent continues to signify—the depreciation of historical Philosophy as obsolete. The reason, I emphasise, is that it remains unclear how philosophical activity develops in its classical form, although that form possesses a history extending over thousands of years.

Manifold and Inaccessible

One reason why no generally accepted philosophical method has become established is the manifold character of philosophical writing from one philosopher to another in the history of classical Philosophy. Philosophical thought ultimately appears to have been produced by different methods. This made its essence obscure and rendered it difficult to approach, because, as I have said, the human mind understands an activity because and when it understands its method. Thus, when Philosophy is taught, only ideas within philosophical texts and possible answers to philosophical problems are taught, but not how those ideas were produced, how the texts were written, or how the answers to the problems were reached.

In classical Philosophy, up to and including Wittgenstein, thought cannot be separated from the manner of philosophical writing. Had the classical philosophers not written as each of them did, they would, I believe, not have written at all: there would be no imprint of their thought and therefore no classical Philosophy. More specifically, there would be no philosophical thought of Heraclitus without enigmatic allegory; of Parmenides without poetry; of Socrates without dialogue; of Plato without theatre; of Aristotle without the treatise; of Diogenes the Cynic without the philosophisation of everyday life; of Plotinus without theology; of Marcus Aurelius and Descartes without autobiography; of Spinoza without Geometry; of Nietzsche without the aphorism; of Frege and Russell without Mathematics; or of Wittgenstein without the aphorism. The philosophical example of thought would not exist without the classical philosophers’ choices of writing—choices that are simultaneously aesthetic and pedagogical.

An Exercise in Familiarisation

Accordingly, in teaching classical philosophical thought in higher education, students might be asked, for example, to write in the manner of Descartes (1976, p. 7) or Aristotle, beginning perhaps as follows: “I have been nourished on letters since childhood…” or “All human beings by nature desire to know…”6 Through such an exercise, the classical manner of philosophising in its various forms would be taught, and students would become familiar with the manifold method of Philosophy.

This, however, would not suffice to legitimate Philosophy. The question would remain: why should anyone perform a philosophical exercise of this kind, imitating the philosophical writing of classical philosophers? Why did those philosophers write as they did in order to express what they thought? Why did they think philosophically? An answer to these questions too would provide a complete guide to the philosophical method.

A Historical and Classical Form of Thought

I therefore refer to Philosophy as a historical and classical form of thought. At the most fundamental level, I attempt to demonstrate the non-self-evident character of the philosophical undertaking in its classical form, as Philosophy crystallised throughout its historical course in distinct texts recognised as philosophical. Those philosophers who may be described as “classical” constitute the body of historical Philosophy, which, among other things, is a historical form of intensified reaction against intellectual practices lacking claims to originality and freedom—practices characteristic of the undifferentiated, or common, mind. Hence the distinctive language or verbal practice of classical Philosophy: the means by which the classical philosopher exempts himself from a domain of human consciousnesses that share codes of verbal characterisation for their experiences, within the automatic expressive referentiality of a commonly used language. In every circumstance of human life in which a person exercises the “cognitive” function of common sense, he possesses automatic, ready-made answers to whatever issues and questions the world of experience inevitably presents as challenges.7

The distinct epistemological value of classical Philosophy, as a creator of meanings, emerges through comparison of philosophical discourse with both common and scientific discourse. If the common mind and common discourse, as unexamined, unprocessed, and automatic, potentially bear and transmit errors, they differ from philosophical discourse, which by definition aims at overcoming error. The scientific mind possesses clear epistemological value for scientists. Yet its discoveries, because of the inaccessible scientific code in which they are expressed, are not available for direct cognitive and practical use by non-scientists. Philosophical discourse, by contrast, offers every mind a viable possibility of thought: a method of reflective understanding alternative to dominant, barren commonplaces and to potentially harmful views, even scientific ones.8 Classical Philosophy creates material of meaning that fertilises the disposition to think. It produces theory for the voluntary transcendence of intellectual and practical impasses.

As heretical in relation to error, the philosophical function is intrinsic and indispensable to the human intellect as such. It is a judgement upon thought about perception, considered as a potential bearer of error. Classical philosophical discourse is revelatory because it is heretical in relation to non-philosophical discourse. It is discoverative because it finds meaning distinct from the meanings of the scientific and common mind. The philosophical mind is proposed as a model of lucid contemplation because: (a) it overcomes the epistemological insecurity inherent in the common mind; and (b) it transcends the fragmentariness of the scientific mind, which likewise entails epistemological insecurity.

With regard to the creative dimension of philosophical discourse—the deposits of meaning formed in the history of classical Philosophy and destined to continue being formed—we are dealing with a timeless reserve of knowledge derived from the history of classical philosophical inquiry. The “successes” of philosophical research may be regarded as enduring fulfilments of meaning where no meaning previously existed.

Philosophical meaning attains truth in Philosophy’s distinctive manner. Philosophical discourse is liberating and therefore humanistic and democratic. Scientific discourse is the discourse of a potentially dominant intellectual minority.9 The discourse of common sense, too, favours unfreedom because it reproduces ready-made meanings.

The questions that concern the historical representatives of Philosophy are not “philosophical problems”, as they are commonly called. Philosophy, as a creator of meaning, recreates the concepts the mind already uses in order to think. The creative classical philosopher is in a philosophical state when he works. The philosophical intellect is activated by assigning illuminating meaning to what takes place as deficient and/or erroneous signification of experience.

In the philosophical state, the human being experiences the fulfilment of the creator, because the mind creates. The benefit of philosophical creation, however, is not exhausted by the fulfilment of philosophical experience. Classical Philosophy potentially interprets reality. Its interpretation of reality may yield all the benefits that can arise from addressing questions posed as problems demanding solutions.10

Classical Philosophy, as an intellectual act, begins from the necessity governing the human being as an inescapably practical being who either finds or fails to find existential meaning in his action. The philosophical act, as preparation for action understood as existential intervention, serves the will to existential persistence of thinking human beings. They do not accept the existential risk of a thought which, because it is common and undifferentiated, does not secure personal existential reference in the way classical philosophical thought does. Through it, the thinking subject exists not as a mind that thinks philosophically, but as a human being who thinks philosophically in order to exist.

Philosophical consciousness is satisfied only by exclusively personal answers. This book is my personal answer, after years in which my philosophical consciousness matured, to the question: “What is Philosophy?” Classical Philosophy was essentially constituted by philosophers’ attempts to offer personal answers, first of all, to the most critical question concerning their own existence. Every philosopher who respects the inheritance of Philosophy granted to him by centuries of philosophical thought can aspire to nothing higher than making a personal contribution—not so much to particular philosophical inquiries as to the inquiry into what constitutes the prerequisite for creating as a philosopher: philosophical intention.

This book is dedicated to philosophical intentionality: to what marks Philosophy itself as a distinct reflective activity, irrespective of the content assumed by philosophical thoughts. Philosophical thought survives through time in what constitutes it as a persistent reflective method. This is how philosophical ideas acquire meaning, regardless of the fields of philosophical inquiry in which they arise. They possess distinct significance as products of thought activated in its self-review as a necessary reflective process for the subject who thinks philosophically. Establishing philosophical intention serves not only a tendency of thought holding the epistemological subject together. The undertaking of establishing it—which I essentially assume in this book—is an undertaking to recognise philosophicality as my existential condition, not because I chose to become a philosopher, but because I could not choose not to become one.
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The culture of instrumental knowledge has replaced the culture of delight in knowledge, of satisfaction in re-reading and re-cognition. The absence of meaning and the presence of counterfeit meaning have taken the place of accumulated meaning. The role of classical Philosophy in the present conjuncture is critical, provided that Philosophy itself recovers confidence in discourse: discourse not as a superior function of the intellect, not as logical order, but as the philosophical word. Philosophical language is an achievement of civilisation.

The fundamental argument, I believe, is found in the philosophical past. Not because we shall necessarily find there questions corresponding to today’s urgent concerns, but because there, in the long tradition of philosophical texts—in the Philosophy of philosopher-philologists—Philosophy will rediscover its spontaneity.

The spontaneity of classical philosophical expression sustained philosophical civilisation for centuries. I propose a return to the history of Philosophy with the aim of rediscovering its texts and a spirit of reference to the philosophical text as the spirit of a timeless civilisation. The civilisation of philosophical texts—their writing and their reading—is a civilisation comparable and parallel to, and as vital as, the civilisation of Art.

Contemporary philosophising is imaginative. It does not lack abundant proposals. The critical question here is this: what is the value of these proposals—their epistemological and ethical value in themselves, first of all, and whatever practical use they may possess? A related question is: who listens to philosophers today? An automatic answer would be: “many people”. But that is not what I mean. Who listens to philosophers, I mean, and esteems them more highly than politicians or journalists? Only their colleagues, I believe, and especially those who are ideologically—if not ideologically fixated—aligned with the same academic camp. This is so even though philosophical thought is taught at the University and supposedly possesses a strong guarantee of validity lacking in every other public commentator who addresses questions that also concern philosophers: anthropological, ethical, political, social, and cultural questions.

Where is Philosophy heading in this condition? During the last thirty years, the question has become urgent. I mention, by way of indication, two collections of essays on the subject: one edited by Oliver Leaman in 1998 and another edited by Brian Leiter in 2004. The first is entitled The Future of Philosophy, the second The Future for Philosophy. The issue, however, had already been raised in the 1970s, above all by Richard Rorty, the great defector from the analytic “revolution” in philosophical thought. Referring autobiographically to the reception of his famous Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) at the end of the 1970s, and with his familiar indifference to the effect his words produced, Rorty (1999, p. 12) wrote:


“Though disliked by most of my fellow philosophy professors, this book had enough success among non-philosophers to give me a self-confidence I had previously lacked.”



The ideas of Rorty, the iconoclast of Anglo-Saxon academic Philosophy, and the manner in which he spoke about them, were sufficient to make him both intensely hated and intensely loved.12 Rorty was stigmatised by the academic philosophical establishment. Professional philosophers often obey the conditions of a politics of ideas. Most align themselves with the philosophical ideologies that happen to dominate at a particular time; fewer oppose the dominant current and attempt to construct its counterweight. Most professors of Philosophy identify themselves with the ideology of academic policy for Philosophy and with the philosophy of academic political ideology.

If this is the case, it is not difficult to explain why philosophical thought is overlooked by the wider public. Academically celebrated philosophers have faithful followers—principally other professors and aspiring professors—but at best they possess a public presence comparable to that of other public intellectuals: writers, intellectual journalists, politicians, or, worst of all, people untrained in discourse who nevertheless express opinions through the available channels of communication, especially the internet.

I ask: is this the best Philosophy can do in the contemporary world, at the culmination of more than two and a half thousand years of history, while it is taught both at school and at the University? I am not claiming, naturally, that philosophers today have ceased to possess original ideas, nor that they should not support them with conviction and argument. Quite the contrary. Philosophers have always done precisely this, foremost among them Socrates, the great master of philosophical argument.

Yet we would know nothing—or almost nothing—about Socrates had Plato not existed; had Plato not made Socrates’ Philosophy into reading material and, in the process, made his own Philosophy into reading material. Philosophy essentially owes its birth, as we know it today, and its subsequent existence to Plato the philologist and poet. He distinguished Socrates from the Sophists. He was the true “lover of discourse”, to recall Plato’s Phaedrus.

Plato was the first systematic writer with a philosophical intention, the first philosopher-writer as a philologist-philosopher.13 Philosophical expression acquired value because of Plato, not because of Socrates, who had no concern for texts. Socrates’ attitude is philosophically understandable and worthy of respect, unquestionably deserving study; yet thanks to Plato, Epictetus could later ask: “And who wrote more than Socrates?”14 Aristotle, subsequently—the “reader” of the Platonic Academy—was a philologist-philosopher. His texts, models of technical adequacy, verbal development, and clarity of meaning, preserve with exceptional care, besides his own thought, the philosophical discourses of earlier philosophers.

If one follows the history of Philosophy thereafter, one finds that important philosophers were formidable readers, lovers of discourse, and gifted writers: Plotinus, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Bacon, Descartes, Hume, Hegel, Nietzsche naturally—the philosopher-philologist or philologist-philosopher—Heidegger, Foucault, and others in between. This is how Philosophy advanced and how its name acquired prestige: thanks to indefatigable philosopher-philologists.

This tradition tends to be abandoned, primarily because of Wittgenstein’s responsibility, but not because of his contribution, since he himself was, in my view, a writer of outstanding merit in twentieth-century Philosophy. Contemporary Philosophy is no longer governed by discourse. It is, however, governed by logic. It is saturated with logicisms.

This development was not inevitable. It is not, for example, an evolution of the Cartesian spirit. Descartes (1976, p. 18), in his highly literary Discourse on the Method, famously writes of Logic:


“…its syllogisms and most of its other precepts serve rather to explain to others the things one already knows or, like the art of Lull, to speak without judgement about things one does not know, than to learn them. Although it does indeed contain many very true and very good precepts, so many others are mixed among them, harmful or superfluous, that it is as difficult to separate them as to draw a Diana or a Minerva from a block of unhewn marble.”



If we are to learn anything new from philosophers—since Philosophy has advanced by continually finding something new to say—philosophers must recover faith in discourse, in philosophical expression, and become expressively spontaneous once more. The philosopher must rediscover himself as a philologist, as a writer who naturally possesses arguments but who, above all, articulates original and free discourse, without the guilt that linguistic analysis bequeathed to Philosophy. Language is guilty in any case, but classical Philosophy was not afraid of language. It has, after all, no other medium.

I therefore propose that philosophers should practise another policy, an alternative to academic policy: a politics of culture. Rorty proposes something similar in his article “Analytic and Conversational Philosophy”:15


“I do not think that philosophy is ever going to be put on the secure path of science, nor that it is a good idea to try to put it there. I am content to see philosophy professors as practising cultural politics.… I am quite willing to give up the goal of getting things right, and to substitute that of enlarging our repertoire of individual and cultural self-descriptions. The point of philosophy, on this view, is not to find out what anything is ‘really’ like, but to help us grow up—to make us happier, freer, and more flexible.”



I must say that I do not share the ease with which Rorty becomes pessimistic about Philosophy’s investigative and cognitive dimension. Philosophy’s vindication in this dimension is precisely what makes it persuasive as a bearer of alternative proposals for culture and for our relation to ourselves. Philosophy’s cultural mission will be fulfilled, I believe, through promoting the reading of classical philosophical texts and the writing of new texts worthy of them. Although Philosophy is taught today in schools and Universities, philosophical texts are often taught as ideas. They are mutilated. What remains of them are words, propositions, and arguments. Pupils and students do not learn to read—to devote time to the text. They learn systematically to empty it, to regard it as a vehicle of ideas to be extracted rather than as the product of a deliberate, prolonged, and far-reaching philosophical effort, because this is, for the most part, how their teachers read texts.

By contrast, the art of correct—slow—reading alone, which for Nietzsche (1989, p. 235) was a supreme achievement of the ancient Greeks, vindicates philosophical texts in themselves. By reading texts slowly, we imitate their author, in a sense. We follow the rhythm in which the text was written. From this perspective, a correct reading—not an investigative reading whose purpose is to discover arguments, but a philosophical-philological reading whose purpose is faithfully to reproduce the word and think the text in its unity—amounts to a revival of the text we read.

Let me recapitulate. Philosophy has today reached a critical stage. It undertook its self-criticism early in the twentieth century, above all through Wittgenstein. Philosophical thought from the academic chair, after Wittgenstein, contracted Philosophy’s presence. Philosophy was restricted to the exchange of ideas among researchers and to declarations of philosophical legitimacy through works faithful to the spirit of philosophical analysis. At the same time—and paradoxically, I would say—philosophers propose impressive ideas which, on the one hand, are rarely heeded and, in any event, automatically provoke counterarguments from philosophers and non-philosophers alike.

I do not deny these dimensions of philosophical thought. Indeed, I emphasise their importance. For the future, however, I propose the alternative return to Philosophy as Philology. Philosophical discourse, as discourse pre-eminently worked upon, constitutes an achievement of enduring human civilisation. When philosophers recover confidence in the philosophical text as a bearer of culture, they will enrich their own philosophical experience and work. The teaching of philosophical texts will likewise become a place of cultural reference and deepening, as this spirit is transmitted by teachers of Philosophy to the wider social environment—to pupils and students, and also to the potential listeners and spectators of philosophical activity, whether literary or otherwise.
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In Plato’s Protagoras (343a5), Socrates refers to the “ancients of Philosophy”,17 the Seven Sages, and describes both their Philosophy and their mode of expression as “Laconian brevity”. This judgement is meta-philosophical and concerns a historical form of philosophical expression.18 Socrates’ remark refers to the formulation of the Seven Sages’ thought. Several questions consequently arise. Is the formulation of the Sages’ thought intrinsic to its content? Does the content determine the formulation? Or does the tendency towards aphoristic formulation pre-exist, influence thought, and therefore determine its content? If a philosopher is characterised by a preference for writing in a particular philosophical genre, might that philosopher choose to write as he is able, with the expressive choice determining the content of the thought he formulates?

My purpose here is to compare aphoristic formulation with the dialogical exposition of philosophical ideas. The differences become evident, but above all the common elements are identified. I maintain that aphorisms are also present in Socrates’ philosophical dialogues, since I regard aphoristic formulation as characteristic of philosophical thought, whatever form philosophical discourse may assume. Finally, I connect the inquiry into philosophical aphorisms with contemporary philosophical research, which, from various perspectives, renders the diversity of philosophical methods both legitimate and desirable. I identify the theoretical points of departure from which we are entitled today to speak of philosophical aphorisms and to defend the enduring presence of aphoristic formulation in philosophising.

There are, more generally, interesting views on the formulation of philosophical thought. Brand Blanshard, in his well-known On Philosophical Style, observes:


“…in relation to the question of style, Philosophy is in a difficult position. The problem is that Philosophy belongs to the literature of knowledge, but people demand from it all the virtues of the literature of power.… Philosophy must certainly concern itself with values, and in the relevant fields it has much to say about beauty and ugliness, good and evil, and questions of religious faith.… Because these problems are so important to human beings, ordinary people demand more from the philosopher. They want him to speak about these problems in such a way that they can overhear and, so far as possible, understand.”19



Philosophy is therefore regarded primarily as a cognitive undertaking. Among other things, it necessarily concerns knowledge of matters that are sensitive and crucial to human life. If, of course, it aimed solely at knowledge, style would be of no importance; academic dialogue among philosophers about philosophical problems and their solutions would suffice. Philosophers plainly care about style because they are concerned with the effect of their discourse. Philosophical achievement and, consequently, style are therefore judged by two sets of criteria: criteria concerning philosophical thought itself and criteria concerning Philosophy’s influence.

Berel Lang observes concerning the importance of formulation:


“…understanding philosophical texts plainly requires that one take account of the ways in which they are presented and of how this presentation is connected with the texts’ meaning: how the medium both reflects and determines the message. One might go so far as to claim that, especially in Philosophy—where the self-referential question of what Philosophy is constitutes a necessary and constant concern—the manner in which Philosophy’s projects are realised and therefore presented is a matter of decisive importance.”20



In Plato’s Protagoras, the brevity of the first philosophers—the Sages, whether seven or more—is defined as an expressive ethos, an established expressive habit that already resembles the education of the Lacedaemonians: “all these were admirers, lovers, and pupils of Lacedaemonian education…” (343a). Socrates associates the characteristic expression and formulation of the Sages’ maxims with a cultural element. Laconian culture—or education—supposedly cultivated spare expression, which the Sages adopted as their means of expression.

Such a “reading” decisively orients meta-philosophical reflection, since what takes precedence is not philosophical formulation in itself, but a presupposed ethos, indeed one concerning a way of life: the way of life the Lacedaemonians chose, reinforced through education, and transformed into a culture. The following question arises, however. If ethos—that is, education—makes a philosopher what he is, then all who received Lacedaemonian education—the Lacedaemonians themselves—could have been philosophers. This was not the case. With the exception of Demetrius Lacon, the Epicurean, the Laconians did not produce philosophers such as Plato and Socrates, who participated in Athenian culture, the rival of Laconian culture.

The first philosophers, the Sages, therefore admired Laconian culture.21 From this perspective, the Laconian wisdom of the Seven Sages was not a Laconian Philosophy. It was a characteristic form of expression reminiscent of the measured character of the Laconians. The Laconians’ “brief sayings” are not philosophical sayings, whereas those of the Seven Sages are. Unless Socrates meant that the “lovers” of Lacedaemonian education already possessed what possibly attracted them to Lacedaemonian culture. Such an interpretation, however, would reinforce the view that the tendency towards a particular formulation pre-exists.

Why, then, does a philosopher adopt a particular kind of expression? Let us persist with the example of aphoristic philosophising. Mark Vernon is certain both about the motive of the philosopher who chooses the aphorism and about the value of aphorisms, judged by their influence upon consciousness and life:


“It was because of their power to change a life that ancient philosophers loved sayings. Transformation, not merely understanding, was the purpose of these spiritual exercises. A wise thought was something like a rudder: it steered the vessel so that the sail of life might fill. ‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’ ‘Know yourself!’ Socrates wrestled with these axioms throughout his life, and Western philosophy arose. Yet when Montaigne, sometimes called ‘the French Socrates’, inscribed many of his favourite aphorisms upon the beams of his tower, they became a warning: their concision was a judgement upon the flabby boasting of most writers and thinkers.”22



From the Seven Sages and the Presocratics to Nietzsche and beyond, down to the present day, philosophers formulate their thoughts in the form of definitions—or aphorisms. “Thoughts formulated as they arise” might be a first definition of the aphorism. Does this apply only to those who think in this way? Or, in accordance also with Socrates’ view, is it a style presupposing practice? Manfred Wolf attempts an answer with precise, aphoristic brevity: “Yet although readily accessible to the reader, the genre remains difficult for an author to write in, and it is almost impossible to achieve greatness in it.”23

To clarify the issue further, I shall refer to the differences between the philosophical model of the ancients of Philosophy and the new, dialogical ethos proposed by Socrates and adopted by Plato.24 In the first case, the philosopher is satisfied with what he himself thinks, formulates it with the conviction characteristic of the pursuit of wisdom, and regards it as truth. In the Socratic model, by contrast, the pursuit of truth is dialectical and impersonal. Its discovery is deferred for as long as the exchange continues, and may be expected at the end of the interlocutors’ joint “inquiry”. This is the evident difference between the dialogical model of seeking a definition and the aphoristic philosophical model.

Related to this is the distinction concerning the dialogical ethos of Socrates, who methodically pretends not to know.25 Inquiry—even if merely methodological—does not characterise a thinker who formulates his thought aphoristically, since the distinctive feature of the aphoristic model of expression is precisely that the philosopher states directly and confidently what he thinks.

Yet the two types of philosopher—Socrates and the Seven Sages—share one crucial characteristic: neither
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