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      Chapter Introduction

      The Recovery of Socrates in Nineteenth-Century Political Thought

      
         
         
      

      
      One of the primary legacies of Leo Strauss’s life work is the revival of the study
         of classical political philosophy, especially that of Plato’s Socrates (Pangle, 2006:
         43).[1] Having become submersed in the study of the classics, Strauss’s students today are
         characterized by their approach to the history of political philosophy as a debate
         between ancients and moderns, Socratic rationalism versus Enlightenment principles.
         Strauss’s turn to Socrates, however, is a manifestation of a philosophic movement
         that began in earnest in the nineteenth century. This book will explore the recovery
         and revival of Socratic philosophy in nineteenth-century political thought, particularly
         the thought of G. W. F. Hegel, Soren Kierkegaard, John Stuart Mill, and Friedrich
         Nietzsche. I will investigate the cause of the renewed interest in Socrates in these
         nineteenth-century thinkers, the particular way in which each one of them understood
         and thus transformed Socratic philosophy in their works, and the “costs,” as it were,
         as well the benefits of reviving Socrates in our current age.
      

      
      The cause, I argue, of the revival of interest in the person of Socrates and his philosophic
         way of life can be found in Hegel’s assertion in the “Introduction” to The Philosophy of History that, “the State is the Divine Idea as it exists on Earth” (PH 39).[2] The divine in the modern state, representing the completion of the historical process,
         is to be found in its laws. Thus, in deifying the state, Hegel deifies the rationally
         apprehended moral or ethical rules that inhere between the citizens of the state.
         The individual, therefore, at the end of history takes the state as their end, becoming
         one with the whole which is the state by assenting to and obeying the laws of the
         state. In accepting and obeying such rational laws, the individual ceases to be solely
         a feeling being and becomes a thinking being, ruled by reason rather than passion.
         In the process they acquire not only freedom and morality, but divinity as well. At
         the end of history man becomes God in the state, by becoming a thinker rather than
         a lover, and humanity as such becomes completely revealed or known. Can Socratic philosophy,
         which questions the laws and authoritative opinions of the political community on
         behalf of gods or ideas that are higher than it, continue once the modern liberal
         state emerges at the end of history? For Hegel, it seems there can be no appeal to
         something beyond modern law and politics to critique such modern law and politics;
         in the modern state we have reached the perfection of humanity and history. Socratic
         skepticism, therefore, should cease when the modern state comes into being.
      

      
      Hegel’s call for the absorption of the individual within the modern, liberal state
         and the concomitant claim that Socratic skepticism should cease because history has
         reached its end and perfection, I argue, is the cause of the attempt to recover and
         revive the pursuit of Socratic philosophy in the nineteenth century. Recoiling from
         Hegel’s attempt to chain the individual within the “cave,” as it were, nineteenth-century
         thinkers push back against Hegel’s deification of the state (Rep 514a–515c).[3] Yet, in contrast to classical liberalism, nineteenth-century thinkers do not hold
         up the rights-bearing individual against the claims of society and the state. Classically
         liberal philosophers such as John Locke argued that in the state of nature human individuals
         are equal and bear certain natural rights, most importantly the rights to life, liberty
         and property that exist prior to and can never be understood to be laid down for the
         sake of political society. Indeed, rights-bearing individuals bring political society,
         or the state, into being for the sole purpose of protecting these rights, understood
         as ends to which the state is subordinated. Hegel, however, rejects the liberal understanding
         of the rights-bearing individual and its notion of the state. Hegel argues that the
         state of nature populated by individuals with natural rights never existed in history,
         and if it did, the individuals described by liberal philosophy in this state are bodily
         beings without rational capacity and hence see the state as a limit to their freedom
         rather than its realization (PH 40–41). For Hegel, however, the state does not limit human freedom but rather makes
         it possible, allowing individuals, through absorption into the political whole, to
         become rational beings rather than merely feeling or material beings. 
      

      
      Underlying Kierkegaard, Mill and Nietzsche’s turn to or at least interest in Socrates,
         I suggest, is their acceptance of Hegel’s critique of the liberal conception of the
         rights-bearing individual. Like Hegel, they appear to agree that such an individual
         is an unworthy competitor to the state and hence unable to counter the collectivizing
         tendencies of the historicist movement that Hegel inaugurated. In search of a worthy
         individual to hold up against the state and counter the belief in the “end” of history,
         Kierkegaard, Mill and Nietzsche bring Socrates back from antiquity and into the future,
         as it were. The Socratic philosopher in modern times, therefore, can provide an example
         of the beauty of individuality against the totalizing attempts of the modern state,
         in a way that the liberal individual cannot. Yet, I argue that there is a cost to
         such a project. In the Platonic dialogues we discover a Socrates who tries to live
         his life according to reason (logos), going wherever the better argument takes him. In the Republic in particular, Socrates and his interlocutors construct in speech a just soul in which
         reason rules spiritedness, and reason together with the help of spiritedness rules
         the desires. The ancient Socrates, in other words, is a rational Socrates. In the
         philosophies of Kierkegaard, Mill, and Nietzsche, however, Socrates has undergone
         a significant transformation. All three nineteenth-century philosophers portray the
         soul of Socrates as subordinating reason to passion; passion is understood as the
         core of and highest part of the Socratic philosophers’ soul. The beauty of individuality
         in our democratic age, therefore, for these thinkers seems to come at the price of
         a darker foundation in irrationality. 
      

      
      I begin my investigation of the nineteenth-century return to Socrates by considering,
         in chapter 1, Hegel’s claim in the “Introduction” to his Philosophy of History that Socrates advanced beyond Anaxagoras by attempting to connect universal reason
         to concrete human particulars by means of his theory of ideas or forms. In doing so,
         according to Hegel, Socrates turns from the study of material nature to the rational
         human soul as it is drawn to the good. In addition, Socrates believed that provided
         one philosophized, one could grasp the ideas in any place at any time. Hegel himself,
         however, must advance beyond Socrates because the latter failed to understand that
         the universal manifested itself slowly in successive stages in the historical process,
         only becoming fully actualized at the end of history. Philosophy, therefore, or the
         mind’s access to truth is only possible in modernity. Moreover, universal reason takes
         concrete form, according to Hegel, in the modern liberal state, and the individual,
         having their end in this state, achieves their highest potential by obeying and thereby
         internalizing the state’s laws. 
      

      
      For Hegel, I argue, Socratic philosophy, which questions the laws and authoritative
         opinions of the political community on behalf of gods or ideas that are higher or
         independent of it, having no grounds in liberal modernity must come to an end. Yet,
         when we turn to analyzing Hegel’s suggestion near the end of the “Introduction” that
         Socrates is a philosophic World-historical individual—a type of individual who undermines
         their society to bring forth a new order—we can see that Hegel nonetheless considers
         Socrates as possessing greatness. Socrates undermines his society through his questioning
         that leads to the ideas, the latter creating a split between the ideal and reality
         of a people. Once this split emerges, it is problematic for political society in two
         ways: first, discussion of the ideas undermines the doing of the virtues in favor
         of speaking and thinking about them, and second, the particular manifestations of
         the virtues never live up to their universal ideals, thereby encouraging its members
         to see their society as defective. 
      

      
      In chapter 2 I explore Søren Kierkegaard’s response in Fear and Trembling to Hegel’s deification of the state at the “end of history.” Through his pseudonym
         “Johannes de Silentio” or “John of Silence,” Kierkegaard argues that if Hegel is right
         and we in liberal modernity have achieved the highest so that humanity has been perfected
         and history has come to an end, then there is nothing left for us to do. Human greatness
         disappears because all difficult but beautiful tasks to inspire noble youths have
         ceased. What does Kierkegaard suggest these tasks are? In contrast to Hegel’s deification
         of reason, Kierkegaard believes the human essence is passion and hence the highest
         task is to love. Kierkegaard thus seeks to remind us modern liberal democrats of what
         it means to love, providing models of human greatness who pursued this noble task.
         For Kierkegaard the greatest love is the love of God. Abraham, therefore, as the father
         of faith, is the foremost model of human greatness that Kierkegaard presents in Fear and Trembling. However, since very few individuals in any generation can experience the faith of
         Abraham, Kierkegaard puts forward other forms of love which are analogous to but differ
         from faith. The most important of these is Socratic philosophy. Moreover, I argue
         that as Kierkegaard’s work concludes, we discover that Fear and Trembling, which began as eulogy to Abraham and the life of faith, is actually a eulogy to
         Socrates and the life of philosophy. 
      

      
      Kierkegaard, therefore, in contrast to Hegel who argues for its end, presents Socratic
         philosophy as crucial for human flourishing in liberal modernity. Moreover, Kierkegaard
         presents the greatness of Socrates and that of Abraham as attained by transcending
         and even violating the rational moral order of one’s political community. Kierkegaard
         thus pushes back against Hegel’s call for the absorption of the individual into the
         state at what the latter believes is the end of history. Rather, in presenting Abraham
         and Socrates as models of human greatness for noble individuals in liberal modernity
         to emulate, Kierkegaard encourages such individuals to transcend the modern state
         and the bounds of their time, and possibly even reason itself, thereby ensuring that
         history and human greatness do not disappear.
      

      
      In the first part of chapter 3 I explore Kierkegaard’s Concept of Irony. In the “Introduction” to this work, Kierkegaard claims that irony was the substance
         of Socrates' life. Socratic irony in this sense was more than simply a speech act
         in which Socrates said the opposite of what he meant, but it was also a way of living.
         Kierkegaard indicates the full import of Socrates’ ironic way of life by characterizing
         irony as a negative process through which Socrates posited his subjectivity or individual
         identity against the moral and intellectual norms of his age. By means of his irony,
         therefore, Kierkegaard argues as Hegel does that Socrates destroyed Greek society.
         Yet, according to Kierkegaard, Socrates is destructive of his society not because
         he posits universal ideas above the particulars to which the latter can never live
         up to, as Hegel maintains. Rather, Kierkegaard suggests that Socrates' assertion of
         his subjectivity, although displacing the old, fails to offer a positive alternative
         to the established order, the imperfections of which being revealed collapses.
      

      
      I further my investigation of Kierkegaard's restoration of the true meaning of Socratic
         irony by exploring the question of what, for Kierkegaard, belongs to Socrates and
         what belongs to Plato in the Platonic dialogues. I conclude that whereas Socrates
         asks the questions, Plato provides the answers, the ideas or forms. Moreover, I suggest
         that in his attempt to disentangle Socrates from Plato, Kierkegaard brings to light
         an image of Socrates as more than just an individual asserting his subjectivity against
         the external world, but as the embodiment and object of an eros that draws human beings toward a higher individuality rather than the universality
         of the Ideas or Forms.
      

      
      In the second part of chapter three I turn to an analysis of Kierkeagaard’s Philosophical Fragments. In this work, under the pseudonymous authorship of Johannes Climacus, Kierkegaard
         initially explores the relationship between philosophy and faith by contrasting Socrates
         and the god as teachers. Socratic questioning, Kierkegaard argues, causes the recollection
         of truths that were already in the learner. Learning is thus re-affirmation of the
         self and discarding of the teacher. The god, on the other hand, is a savior who brings
         knowledge of truth that was beyond the learner. Learning is the discarding of self
         as one accepts what only the god can give
      

      
      Despite this initial contrast between Socrates and the god as teachers, I argue that
         Socratic philosophy and religious faith in Fragments are both brought together as well as drawn apart. Kierkegaard first attempts to bring
         philosophy and faith together by giving a rational account of why an important tenet
         of Christianity, that the god becomes human, seems necessary. The most significant
         way, however, in which Kierkegaard brings philosophy and faith together is through
         his understanding of the condition necessary for grasping the truth brought by the
         god. This condition involves becoming aware of our ignorance, an awareness that is
         also brought about by the type of Socratic dialectic described in Plato’s Apology of Socrates. Yet, Kierkegaard’s understanding of philosophy and faith also diverge. For instance,
         Christianity’s beginning point in the existence
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