The Relationship between the Socratic Method and the Love of Knowledge

(Philosophia)

Kazem Hani

PhD of Philosophy, Allameh Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: kazem.hani1l394@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:

Research Article

Article history:

Received 25 June 2022

Received in revised 23 August
2022

Accepted 8 October 2022

Published online 20 November
2022

Keywords:

Socrates, elenchus, dialectic,

dialogue, the other

The Socratic Method known as elenchus is the method used in Plato’s earlier
dialogues namely Socratic dialogues. This method was a response to the sophists’
claim about the teaching of the virtue. Socrates used this method to disclose their
ignorance. Through questioning and answering, he tried to make others aware that
the searching for knowledge and virtue is achievable in a dialectical process and in
relation to the other. The Socratic Method is not a simple method of dialogue, but it
also points to the finitude of human understanding and, consequently, to the nature
of philosophical thinking. From Socrates’s viewpoint, philosophy means the love of
knowledge, and the claim on absolute knowledge is nothing more than an illusion.
Through question and answer, Socrates tries to challenge other’s claim of knowledge
and put them on the path of searching for knowledge. Thus the Socratic Method can
play a powerful role in teaching. In Socrates’s thought we observe the
interconnectedness of elements, all of which are understood in relation to each other.
The doctrine of recollection, elenchus, dialectical art, question and answer and so on
are among these elements. In this paper, while paying attention to these elements we
will try to examine the nature of the Socratic Method.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The Socratic Method can be considered as a response to the method of Sophists. For this reason, to better
understand the Socratic Method and its relationship with philosophy in the meaning of loving knowledge,
we must first examine the opinions of the Sophists about science and knowledge. Sophists claimed and
believed that they teach virtue to others. They tried to win over opponents in the courts by using polemical
method. For this reason, sophists were very interested in polemic, and this method was often associated with
fallacies. Socrates and Plato tried to inform the society of that time about the danger of sophists. Instead of
the Sophistic method, Socrates used his own method, which is known as the elenchus. In this paper, while
examining the Socratic Method and its difference with the Sophistic method, we will try to clarify the role
of this method in Teaching.

Discussion

Socrates tried to question the claims of Sophists about knowledge. He believed that ignorance is a
prerequisite for knowledge. By using question and answer, he tried to make others understand that they have
no knowledge. Socrates tries to reveal the ignorance of others, so that, by knowing this ignorance they can
be on the path to knowledge. Using his own irony, he questions the opinion of sophists and reveals the
invalidity of these opinions. But Socrates did not consider himself to have knowledge. He believed that
knowledge is achieved in a dialectical process and in relation to others. Plato believes that the human souls
have observed the facts in the world of ideas before they belong to the body, but now they have forgotten
these facts. Therefore, Plato’s doctrine of recollection points to the importantfact that all human beings
have knowledge, but they have forgotten it. Therefore, Socrates tries to put the others on the path of truth
through dialogue, so that the truth will be disclosed to them. Socrates describes himself as a midwife. In
fact, Socrates only helps knowledge to be born, not to give knowledge to others.

The Socratics method points to the finitude of human understanding and emphasizes the important fact
that in order to achieve knowledge, we must always recognize the presence of the other. For this reason,
Socrates is ready to learn, more than others. In contrast to the sophists who emphasized polemical method,
Socrates believes that we should reach a common understanding through questioning and answering. This
common understanding is achieved in the light of people’s horizons of understanding. It is because of the
powerful role of others in reaching knowledge that Plato criticizes written word in the Phaedrus and believes
that speech is closer to the truth. Dialogue helps us to revise our presuppositions and reach agreement with
others. Of course, Socrates is not merely trying to weaken others’ presuppositions, but also by strengthening
these presuppositions, he tries to provide the conditions for common understanding and reaching an
agreement. This process of questioning and answering is a matter that never ends. So, Socratic dialogues do
not have a definite result.

Conclusion

In the Socratic Method, there are elements that are closely related to each other. The doctrine of recollection,
elenchus, dialectical art, question and answer, and so on are among these elements. The Socratic Method is

JPI, 2022; 16 (40): page 182



Journal of Philosophical Investigations, Volume 16, Issue 39, 2022 183

not limited to a simple questioning and answering, but this method points to the limitation and finitude of
human understanding. This method also points to the philosophy in its truest meaning as the love of
knowledge and ridicules any claim to absolute knowledge. Because the Socratic Method emphasizes the
dialogue between teacher and student during Teaching, it can be considered as a model for Teaching. This
method also strengthens critical thinking in students and helps them to be on the path of seeking knowledge.

In a dialectical process and through questioning and answering, the teacher helps students to discover
the knowledge. The teacher converses to the student and asks him questions. The student answers the
question. Other students benefit from his knowledge as well as from his mistakes. In order to bring the
conversation closer to a common understanding, the teacher directs the discussion process and tries to revise
the assumptions of the students. The teacher should help students to think freely and solve problems. The
leading teacher does not impose anything on the students. Rather, he helps them discover facts freely. The
teacher uses leading questions to reach an agreement with the student, a series of agreements between
teacher and students then lead to a conclusion.
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