











tive. As Socrates famously affirms in the Apology and exhibits throughout the dialogues, he does
not claim to be wise (in the divine sense) and so does not conceive his philosophical mission in
terms of having a set of “theories” to assert and prove. Rather, Socrates lacks wisdom, recognizes
his lack, and strives to overcome it. Such is his “human”™ wisdom, in which he stands above all
other humans. That is, Socrates’ fundamental philosophical stance is aporia, and its consequence
is that for him the philosophical stance is one of questioning. To say the least, Socrates lives out
this consequence consistently throughout his Platonic life.

Socrates is not wise, recognizes his lack, and strives to overcome it. This triadic structure
corresponds exactly to the account of eros presented by Aristophanes in his myth, where eros
arises when we humans were “split” into our present condition, and once recognizing our split
state desired to become whole again, which desire and effort is eros (189e-194e). The same
structure is developed more “logically” by Socrates in his preliminary discussion with Agathon
before introducing Diotima (1994 ff). Philosophy as Socrates exhibits it, as founded in aporia, and
as the stance of questioning, is erotic through and through. Its maternal heritage or feminine side
is visible in its ontological status as incomplete, lacking, its paternal side in the resourcefulness
with which it strives to overcome that lack, even if, we should note, finally unsuccessfully.

But we are still working within the cultural associations of the masculine and feminine,
completenzss and incompleteness, which we have previously recognized as themselves

patriarchally inscribed. Let us, then, look at the stance of questioning that is Socrates’ philosophi-
cal stance more closely, so that we can make visible its feminine and masculine elements in a
deeper and more positive way. We can begin with a brief “phenomenclogy™ of questioning. When
we question something, we exhibit toward it a stance of openness. The English phrase is apt here:
we hold something “open to question.” Conversely, when we refuse to question our standpoints or
convictions, people say that we are “close minded.” Openness, we might thus say, is a fundamental
characteristic of the Socratic philosophic stance of questioning. Socrates, when he questions this
or that position, is and must be open to what new discoveries will emerge.

But questioning is not simply openness. When we question something, that means that we
do not simply accept it as it is; in questioning it, we respond to it, respond to it in and by our
questioning. The stance of philosophic questioning, then, is characterized at once by openness and
responsiveness; it might be called a stance of responsive openness.s And here, at a deeper level, the
androgynous character of philosophy again becomes visible.

For the openness of the stance of philosophiz questioning corresponds both in Diotima’s
myth of eros’ parentage and even in many contemporary cultural assumptions with the feminine.
Often the feminine is associated with receptivity, caring, nurturing, all of which connote an en-
hanced openness to others. The responsivencss, on the other hand, corresponds, again both in
Diotima’s myth and in many of our cultural associations, with the masculine (aggressiveness,
assertiveness, etc.). There is a crucial difference, however, between the responsiveness/openness
duality and the earlier completeness/incompleteness one in that, or so 1 want to suggest, the
responsiveness/openness pair escapes the pejorative ascription to the feminine side inherent in the
earlier association. This is especially true of the appropriateness to philosophy of both responsive-
ness and openness, which are, as it were, co-primordial and equally worthy. If philosophy is
construed after the Socratic model as fundamentally interrogative, and if that stance of questioning
involves both openness and responsiveness, and if those characteristics, respectively, embody the
cultural signs of the feminine and masculine, then philosophy itself, as exhibited in the Platonic
dialogues, is indeed shown to be that “discrete mixture of masculinity and femininity™ discussed
earlier, an androzynous activity, best suited for women with a touch of masculine sensibility and
for men with a touch of the feminine.




I therefore agree with those writers who note that the reasons for Plato’s “feminism™ are
more complex than his having a proto-feminist social consciousness or proto-modern egalitarian
beliefs (which they deny). See for example Janet Farrell Smith, “Plato, Irony, and Equality,” p. 26,
and Wendy Brown, “Supposing Truth Were A Woman...”: Plato’s Subversion of Masculine Dis-
course,” pp. 157-158, 162, both in Tuana’s Feminist Interpretations of Plato. Both writers, how-
ever, understand their own insight on this issue as critical of Plato and/or Socrates in its denial of
any feminist consciousness. In so doing, however, they risk missing the deeper meaning about
philosophy itself, that philosophy is androgynous and therefore necessarily and equally accessible
to women and to men.

But if so, what happened? Surely philosophy as it has developed in the West became for all
too long a time and in all too many ways a male, all too male, enterprise, both in terms of the
people who make up the profession and the method of argument. [ close with a brief and I hope
provocative speculation. After Greek philosophy, and especially with the rise of modern philoso-
phy in the 17th century (I am thinking especially but not only of Descartes), philosophy largely
lost the interrogative character definitive of Socratic philosophy. It became much more assertive, a
matter of propounding this theory or that, proving it (ideally with indubitable certainty), and
refuting all alternative theories. Asserting, proving, refuting: these are the masculine traits com-
prising only part of the Socratic enterprise but, I suggest, which became the dominant characteris-
tics of modern philosophy. Such “phallocentricism,” I submit in closing, is a function less of our
acceptance of the teachings of the Platonic dialogues than of our ignoring them.
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THE OTHER SOCRATIC METHOD

Dr. Dan Lloyd

In Women’s Ways of Knowing (1986), Mary Belenky, Blythe Clinchy, Nancy
Goldberger, and Jill Tarule advocate a new model of college teaching and learning: The Connected
Classroom. The Connected Classroom is a place where hierarchical relations of authority and
power subside to allow teachers and students to engage in inquiry side-by-side and shoulder-to
shoulder. The vehicle of learning in a connected classroom is dialogue, rather than lecture. As
described by Paolo Freire, “Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-
teacher cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers” (1971, p.
67) The connected class, according to Belenky et al., “constructs truth not through conflict but
through ‘consensus,’” whose original meaning ... was ‘feeling or sensing together,’ implying not
agreement, necessarily, but a ‘crossing of the barrier between ego and ego,’ bridging private and
shared experience” (p. 223).

Dialogue, of course, has a long history in Philosophy, beginning with its unrivalled master,
Plato. Yet the Platonic dialogue often seems to be a very different process than a “bridging of
private and shared experience.” Instead, the dialogues read as an epistemic struggle over who can
claim to know. Socrates is the regular champion in these struggles, and Socratic progress is repre-
sented as moving from the illusion that one knows what one doesn’ know to the wisdom of recog-
nizing one’s ignorance, or knowing that one does not know. Socrates achieves this end again and
again by leading his partners down sly alleys of argument to dead-end contradictions. Rarely do
the Socratic “victims” take well to this education, and Socrates himself riled enough public figures
to provoke his own execution in 399 B.C.E.

Yet within the works of Plato there is one instance of a very different path to knowledge. In
the Symposium, Socrates (as presented by Plato) confesses his own ignorance about the nature of
love, and tells a long story about an encounter with the priestess Diotima. Diotima initiates
Socrates in the mysteries of love, a path that begins in physical eroticism and ends in wisdom (that
is, philosophy, the “love of wisdom™). The starting point of this ascent toward wisdom is conversa-
tion. The potential lover of wisdom begins with the cager embrace of beautiful bodies, “and should
he happen upon someone who has a beautiful, well bred, and naturally gifted soul as well, he
embraces the combination with great enthusiasm and immediately engages in many conversations
with this man about virtue, about what a good man should be like, and what he should make it his
business to do” (209¢). But from this starting point one
|

must then realize that the beauty of any particular body 15 akin to the beauly of every other body, and
that if it is necessary to pursue beauty of form, it is quite mindless not to believe that the beauty of all
bodies is one and the same. When he comprehends this, he must become a lover of all beautiful
bodies.... After that he must believe that the beauty of souls is more valuabls than that of the body.... As
a result he will be compelled to study the beauty in practical endeavors and in laws and traditions....

(210¢)

And onward and upward, “from practical endeavors to beautiful examples of understanding, and
from examples of understanding to come finally to that understanding which is none other than
the understanding of that beauty itself, so that in the end he knows what beauty itself is” (211¢).
In his description of beautiful conversation, and in the mutuality of love, Plato has depicted
something akin to the connected classroom. (1 think that it is not essential that Plato imagines love



erupting between two men.) The ascent from physical attraction to the apprehension of the pure
Form of Beauty seems driven not by the familiar Socratic refutation, but by a positive affection, and
a deepening consensus. Although this is a stretch, in these passages I read Plato as suggesting a
form of inquiry that begins in the equality of both partners to the dialogue, rather than in a hierar-
chy of knowledge or rhetorical skill. In this one Platonic scenario, from connection comes the
highest wisdom.

But the Flatonic picture is also distinct from the connected classroom of Belenky and her
colleagues. The connected classroom arises from the desire for knowledge shared by teachers and
students, and entails an environment that fosters the creation of knowledge. Care, concern, and
other interpersonal sentiments are a part of that environment of mutual trust. But Plato locates the
starting point not in the desire to learn but in love itself, and for him learning is the ultimate effect
of love. And Platonic love is not the cool glow of friendship it is often taken to be; rather, it is hot
flame, a form of madness. It begins in erotic intensity, but as the physical falls away the intensity
remains. Inthe Symposium, Plato imagined knowledge flaring from that fire. Christianity,
perhaps intimidated by the intensity of Platonic love, excluded passionate love from the path to
enlightenment (following another thread in Plato, the distinction between Reason and Appetite).
And to this day, we think of learning as a bloodless business of the intellect, seen in opposition to
the disruptive passions of the heart.

Perhaps it is insignificant that Plato has Diotima describe the ladder of love: a woman’s
way of knowing. It may also be that the connected classroom is a good learning environment not
only for women (as Belenky et al. maintain), but for everyone. In my own teaching, tclerance for
others’ points of view often metamorphoses into a fondness shared among all the members of the
class, growing through collaboration and dialogue. Diotima’s message is that Platonic mind-to-
mind affection may be more than just a warm and fuzzy side-effect of connected classrooms, but
might in itself drive students and teachers toward a more intense love of learning. Though far
more restrained than among the Athenians, Platonic love is part of the fuel of learning in the
modern connected class.

At the end of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, the protagonists Sethe and Paul D. reconcile their
differences and tentatively contemplate a future together. Morrison shows us Paul D.'s yearning
for a life with Sethe with this plain and beautiful statement:

He wants to put his story next to hers (p. 273).

The modern images of love are generally too graphic, and the modern consumers of love too
impatient, to recognize Morrison’s marvelous truth about the core impulse of love. When we take
the time to put our stories next to each other, we experience both love and learning. This will be
true both in the classroom and out. In this consensus of Belenky and colleagues, Diotima, and

Morrison, there may be a convergence of loving and knowing that is feminist, humane, and wise.
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