What Is Philosophy?

“What is truth,” asked Pontius Pilate, yet would not stay for an answer. So too the gadfly philosophy pesters us with the most difficult of questions, yet does not rest long enough to be satisfied with an answer. In what follows, we will be questioning this questioner. In what follows, we will be asking ourselves, “What is philosophy?” 

Aristotle calls the first philosophers “those who discourse on nature.” He distinguishes them from those “who discourse on the gods” (Metaphysics 983b). What does it mean, we must ask ourselves at this point, to discourse on nature as opposed to the gods? We will have come closer, that is, to answering the question “what is philosophy?” when the three essential elements of this definition are more fully understood: discourse (logos), nature (phusis), and the gods (theous).

A “discourse” (logos) is an account in language.  For the Greeks, this making of accounts is the defining feature that makes one human as such. They defined the human in his essence as zoon logon echon. We often translate this as “the rational animal.” However, this point of departure takes for granted an “un-Greek” understanding of logos – an understanding prepared for by Aristotle himself, but “un-Greek” nonetheless. It takes for granted an understanding of logos as “reason,” as tied to “logic.” Logos originally comes from legein, which means “to speak”, but also “to gather” such that what is gathered is brought together into an articulated unity. In this sense we could say that the Greek definition, rather than pointing to the human as the rational or logical animal, defines the human as the animal able to gather the disparate phenomena of existence into a meaningful unity or whole and to articulate the meaning of that unity – in short, the animal able to make accounts. This definition includes modes of account making we currently would see as illogical. It also includes accounts motivated by desire (eros); in fact, philosophy is essentially tied to desire for the Greeks. It is, after all, a love (philia) of wisdom (sophos), a desire (eros) for truth (alētheia).

Philosophy began with discourse on, or accounts of, nature (phusis). The first recorded use of the word phusis is in Homer’s Odyssey, Book X: 303-6, where Hermes is said to have shown to Odysseus the “nature” of an herb.  By nature (phusis), the Greeks originally meant the character or way of being of a thing. Phusis also carries with it a sense of that which grows, emerges and comes into appearance. Phusis comes from phuein: to grow or make to grow. In growth, while a certain potential emerges, comes to light and endures in presence, the beginnings and ends of the process withdraw into concealment. It is for this reason that Heraclitus can say “nature loves to hide itself” (Fragment 123). Since nature (phusis) is an essential play of concealing and revealing, it is also tied to truth (alētheia) in its broadest sense. That is, the Greek word for truth, if translated literally, means “unconcealedness”. The prefix “a-” operates as a privative, equivalent to our prefix “un-”. The second component of the word, letheia, comes from lethe: concealment or forgetting. Truth is the suspension or cancellation of concealment or forgetting. Truth, in this primordial Greek experience, is never there ‘in itself’, awaiting the neutral recording of the observer. It is gained by struggle; it is wrested from concealment in a conflict of sorts. The first philosophers, then, in making discourses on nature, were articulating the first accounts of this conflictual process of unconcealment. 

Aristotle distinguishes between discourses on nature and discourses on the gods (theo-logos). The “gods”, or theous, appear differently through the accounts of different communities. Discourses on the gods have their authority in a particular community’s interpretation of the revelation of the divine, which is given form in myth, or muthologoi (mythological accounts). These muthologoi are the ancestral foundations of a community’s beliefs and modes of living. Those who discourse on nature, on the other hand, turn to nature as their authority; they turn from the ancestral, to the most ancestral, in a sense: to the first principles. Originally, myth was understood as a type of account (a mutho-logos), and thus as within the domain of the logos; however, with the advent of philosophy, myth came to be associated with the fabulous (“to muthodes”), and came to be opposed to truthful discourse (“alethinos logos”) (Republic 522a). Philosophy distances itself from myth, yet it also assumes some of the functions of mythical discourse – that is, accounting for that which is beyond normal, human apprehension. This philosophical attempt to account for things that were previously reserved as the realm of the divine came to be the subject of suspicion. Socrates, for instance, needed to defend himself against the charge that he inquired into “things below the earth and in the sky” (Apology of Socrates 19b; see also 18b).

From the preceding, we could say that, in the first instance, philosophy arises as a type of account which “turns” from received opinion and from the fabulous or mythical account, to what shows itself as the first principles of things, and as most lasting or essential in that showing. We can also say that this turning away from the received opinions of the community will elicit the suspicion and ire of that community. We must not quickly assume, however, that the nature of this turning is from a mythical shortsightedness to a supposed scientific clarity of vision. We must remind ourselves, rather, of the words of Heraclitus; this account of what shows itself in nature (as opposed to what appears through tradition or custom) is of that which loves to hide itself in its showing (B 123). Philosophy is, in this sense, the recognition of the limited nature of each account. It is a recognition that existence does not offer itself up transparently for human manipulation and control. For this reason, there will never be an ultimate, “unified” theory or account; there will always be competing accounts. This state of affairs is not to be bemoaned, for it is in and through this conflict of accounts that the process of truth as unconcealment happens. 

To say that each account is a partial account is not the same as saying “everything is subjective” or a “perspective”. These positions are products of a particular, modern philosophical disposition, but not positions that are essential to philosophy as such. In the original, Greek experience, an account (logos) is a gathering of what shows itself and is, thus, inherent in the things themselves. Subjectivism, on the other hand, gives to the human subject the role of master of phenomena, and finds each individual account limited because there are other human subjects with other ways of viewing. This is to be distinguished from the Greek view we are describing, wherein the partial nature of accounts is due to the fact that being as a whole consists of many parts, many things with many different natures.

We have concentrated on the Greeks because it is with them that the founding of the Western tradition and the essential experience of philosophy are located. The East may claim to have a tradition of thinking or literature, but not “philosophy” properly speaking. At the origins of Eastern thought we find the following, essential statement: “the way that can be spoken is not the constant Way.”  The Way, or Tao, spoken of here is a name for Being in its unfolding. The claim is that this unfolding can in no way be accounted for – this we may call “mystical thought”, but not philosophy. With the Western founding, as we have said, there is an admission that being as a whole cannot be accounted for; however, there is also an attempt to partially account for parts of the whole – to set these partial accounts into relief and to see them as they are by means of their conflict. 

Philosophy begins, then, with knowledge of ignorance. The distinctive trait of the philosopher is that he knows he knows nothing. In being essentially tied to ignorance, or the concealment and forgetting essential to truth, the philosophic journey is a ceaseless quest. It is zētētic: an ongoing inquiry (zētēsis). What is to be examined first and foremost, we may ask ourselves, through this process of ongoing inquiry? Socrates tells us that the unexamined life is not worth living, that we must examine our own life; we must examine the examiner. Socrates’ maxim, like that of the Delphic Oracle, is to “know thyself.” Seeing that there can be no account of the whole, Socrates turned to question a part of the whole; he turned from being as a whole to human things as the subject of his discourse (Xenophon, Memoirs of Socrates 1.1.11-16, 4.7.6-7; Symposium 6.6-7; Plato, Phaedo 96a-99d; Apology of Socrates 19b, 26b-d; Aristotle, Metaphysics 987b). Socratic philosophy, then, takes as its point of departure an assumption that there are many parts to the whole and that the human part and its nature are distinctive – that is, that the question concerning the nature of humanity presents itself more urgently than the question concerning the nature of the stars, for example. But what does it mean to say that philosophy entails a questioning of humanity, an examination of life? Let us return to Aristotle for a preliminary answer to this question. 

For Aristotle, philosophy is the quest for wisdom and “‘wisdom’ is concerned with the first causes and principles” (Metaphysics 981b). There are four types of cause or principle to be examined by the philosopher: material, formal, efficient and final. The chair, for instance, has as its cause the wood that is its material. Another of the chair’s causes or principles is the form or substance of “chairness” – a device for sitting, we might say. The chair maker, as its source of motion, is another cause of the chair. Lastly, the chair’s reason for being, its final cause, is a principle for it: why does one need a chair? In its highest sense, philosophy is that form of making accounts which attempts to articulate this final cause: the “why” of each thing, the “good” of each thing. The supreme way of knowing, the highest philosophy, “is the one which knows that for the sake of which each thing must be done, and this is the good in each case, and, in general, the highest good in the whole of nature” (Metaphysics 982b). 

According to Aristotle, the first philosophers “regarded the material kinds of principles as the principles of all things” (983b). The first philosopher to examine causes beyond merely the physical ones was Socrates. He supposed that nothing could be understood finally unless we know what its reason is, in a deliberative or intentional sense (see Phaedo 96a – 101e). For Socrates, things, by their nature, aim at some good. Thoughtful reflection, then, is the attempt to understand beings in terms of their supreme good, that is, in terms of how things “ought” to be. It is in this sense that our lives must be “examined”: the examined life is the one wherein the question is posed concerning the “that for the sake of which” we do or think certain things. One’s learning, for instance, is “for the sake of” what? One’s daily routines and habits are for the sake of what? Do these routines contribute to one’s ultimate ends? The examined life is the life wherein one poses the question “what is the good life?”

It is difficult for us to truly understand this approach to philosophy. We live in the shadow of the modern philosophical revolution. That revolution took as its point of departure a certain narrowing of the Socratic horizon described above. Modern thought has its foundation in three breaks from the classical definition of philosophy: the positioning of the human subject as the pivotal locus of truth, as first developed in the metaphysics of Descartes (Meditations); the refusal to account for the “final cause” of beings, as first asserted in the natural philosophy of Bacon (New Organon, section 65); and, related to the second, the refusal to account for the goal of society, or how things “ought” to be, as first articulated in the political philosophy of Machiavelli (The Prince, section 15). How, then, can we get a better sense of what it means to be philosophical if it is so far removed from us? In one of the most powerful poetic images ever fashioned, that of the cave, Plato has figured forth for us the nature of philosophy. By turning to this image we will attempt to arrive at a more complete answer to the question, “What is philosophy?”

The allegory is a familiar one, so we will not need to describe each, individual feature. We will begin, therefore, by highlighting its essential outlines. The allegory of the cave is presented in Plato’s dialogue on the essence of the community (polis): the Republic (Politeia). The allegory deals with the process of paideia that the philosopher undergoes. This is usually translated as “education”. We increasingly think of “education” as accreditation, but paideia is moral education, a cultivation of one’s character with an eye to one’s proper ends. The allegory describes this process as two-fold, as “enlightenment and ignorance” (514a). It describes this two-fold process in terms of the movement of a freed prisoner, first as a turning to exit a cave, and then, secondly, as a turning back to re-enter the cave. The cave figures forth our existence and our society as we know it; that which is beyond the cave is that which exceeds the limits of the known and of what is accepted. In the course of Plato’s allegory, the philosopher brings the two realms into dialogue, while himself existing completely in neither. Socrates, similarly, is one who does not normally leave the city. In all of Plato’s dialogues, with the notable exception of the Phaedrus, Socrates is never depicted outside of Athens – we should note, though, that the dialogue depicted in the Republic takes place at the very limits of Athens, in the Piraeus. Thus, Socrates is presented as one who dwells in the city exclusively in one sense; however, in another sense, he is one who transcends the limits of the city in constantly calling into question its standards. Socrates, like the philosopher in the cave allegory, both remains in and transcends the city. 

 This philosophic, two-fold movement begins with an open questioning. The philosophic question, as an open question, allows what is questioned to show itself. This is opposed to an inquiring or probing questioning – that is, the scientific or interrogative questioning which frames and positions the entity or person under investigation. Philosophy calls into question the familiar definitions of things and holds out the possibility of the foreign and the strange. Occupying a central location in the Republic is a description of the unfolding of this philosophic thinking and questioning in terms of a movement along a divided line (509e-511e): from opinion (doxa) to knowledge (episteme), from illusion (eikasia) and belief (pistis) to reasoning (dianoia) and dialectic, from images and physical things to forms (eide). It is after introducing this conception of philosophic thinking as the movement along a divided line that Socrates describes the “allegory of the cave.” Rather than a transition in the discussion to the level of pure “dialectic” – a transition that would abandon rhetoric and the realm of images –Socrates provides yet another image, the image of the cave. What this peculiar lack of a transition connotes is that philosophic activity occurs in the space of the dialogue, in the speech or word (logos). Philosophy is questioning, true; but this questioning can only take place through the dialogic confrontation of accounts.


This philosophic questioning and dialogue does not lead to a perfect and unwavering apprehension of the truth. The philosopher is also, and in the first instance, a prisoner in a cave. He, along with the other prisoners, is bound there and has been so all his life. The prisoners see only the shadows of stick figures cast on the cave wall by firelight (514a-c). The prisoners think that these shadows are the whole truth (515c); this unquestioning nature of the prisoners, says Socrates, makes them "like us" (515a). It is only then that Socrates raises the question as to what would happen if one of the prisoners were “cured” (iasin) (515c). Socrates does not ask us to imagine the philosopher as someone who has never been a prisoner. Nor does Socrates ask us to imagine a mass enlightenment of society, or in the terms of the allegory, a kind of “jail break” on the part of all the prisoners. Rather, it is the few, or the one, who can be freed from these chains, and these moments of philosophical enlightenment in our lives are rare and fleeting. 

To be cured, the prisoner must be dragged and forced out of the cave and into the bright light of the sun. This is a painful process, likely to be resisted. It is difficult for us, according to the allegory, to turn away from the ancestral myths, slogans, and accepted truisms that we encounter all our lives. In this way, philosophy is not a solitary affair. We need to be helped and prodded on by the discourses of others. The model of the solitary figure that retreats to the mountain top to experience his enlightened bliss is the image of the mystic, not the philosopher. This is the significance of the fact that Socrates says that the philosopher does not deserve that name unless, in the final analysis, he also returns to the cave in order to facilitate or provoke the process of enlightenment for others.

Plato is not saying that our enlightenment will occur if we are forced or “dragged” into a Philosophy class. Rather, the stimulus that frees the prisoner will come in the form of an encounter with other discourses or speeches that are persuasive or provoking. It is worth noting that as Socrates describes this process of philosophical “turning”, Glaucon has a turning of his own. At first he had seen affairs only from the perspective of those in the cave; he had asserted that the very idea of a philosopher ruler would invoke a violent response from the average citizens (473e-74a). Then, in the course of the discussion of the allegory, he comes to demand that the philosophers be allowed to remain outside the cave and not be forced to return and help rule (519d); he has come to see the matter, somewhat, from the perspective of the philosopher. We could say that the dialogue with Socrates provoked Glaucon’s turning (on Socrates’ persuasion of Glaucon, see also, Xenophon, Memoirs of Socrates 3.6.1). The “turning” or education (paideia) that Plato has in mind can be effected, in the first instance, by means of a conversation with thoughtful men. This turning can also be provoked by a dialogue with the great thinkers of the past. 


At this point, let us summarize the insights that we have been able to glean from the allegory of the cave in terms of what it tells us about the two-fold movement of philosophy (as a turning away and then a turning back). First, philosophy begins in the realm of opinion, but is the attempt to transcend and break free of accepted opinions by means of questioning. Second, the philosophic questioning of opinions happens in the dialogue – where differing accounts are set in conflict and their differences become co-defining, setting forth the nature of each opinion. This philosophic dialogue can occur in conversations with thoughtful men or by means of a conversation of sorts with the thinkers of the past. Third, thoughtful dialogue provokes one to move beyond the opinions they currently hold; it provokes a “turning” away from the opinions that were previously before one’s eyes and toward what has been revealed in the process of the dialogue. This process of questioning and breaking free is figured forth in the movement of the freed prisoner out of the cave. Fourth, although questioning leads to a breaking free of opinion, humanity, by its nature, is the animal with an opinion or an account. We need a certain story or account of the world. Thus, the breaking free is followed, immediately and by necessity, by a return to another set of opinions. This return to the realm of opinion is figured forth in the allegory of the cave, but also in Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Finally, this process of breaking free and returning is painful and disorienting, as Socrates indicates in the allegory. But it is not futile. Although one does not transcend the cave of opinion once and for all to achieve knowledge of the whole, moments of philosophic reflection bring, at least, the essential questions themselves into clarity. 

We have been asking one of these essential questions, “What is philosophy?” And if we have been unable to get any closer to an “answer” to that question, we have tried to bring the domain of the question itself into some clarity. The “what is X” form of question is distinctive of Socratic philosophic questioning. In asking the question in this way, then, we have attempted to be philosophical about philosophy. Being philosophical about philosophy means turning away from the accepted opinions of the day to what is oldest, to its first principles, and to what shows itself as most essential. We have turned to the Greeks as the founders of philosophy. What we have seen is that philosophic questioning is a two-fold movement that ultimately puts the questioner in question: What is it to be the questioner, to be philosophical? Is this questioning what it means to be human, or is questioning itself an aberration from the ends of humanity? Is this what it means to live the “examined life”?
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