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Ever since Thales designated the substance, origin, and principle
of things as water; ever since Parmenides declared all motion and
time as illusion, ever since Plato rejected the objects of sense percep-
tion and Common sense as mere appearance, ever since Aristotle
proposed the “bios theoreticos” as the highest mode of life—the
relationship between philosophy and reality was, to say the least,
ambivalent. From the analysis of reality, philosophy derived its de-
valuation: whatever the g7ven reality may be, it is not the real thing;
whatever knowledge may be attained 7» it, is not knowledge of it, is
not “science,” “the truth.” Philosophy, as science, demanded abstrac-
tion from the colorful, and painful, world of everyday experience,
better still, closing one’s eyes on many of its features in order to
remain “pure” in thought. Truth and purity became interrelated: life
was dirty—thought must be pure: pure science. Socrates’ terrible state-
ment that, for the philosopher, death is the beginning of life, was, at
least in a figurative sense, to become a signpost in the history of
philosophy (though by no means of all philosophy). And Socrates’
own death was the voluntary, methodical, philosophically argued
surrender to the order of the state whose blatant irrationality he had
so effectively demonstrated throughout his life—Was this great
model of the philosopher perhaps also the model of the liberal whose
radical criticism terminates in civil obedience when the confrontation
with the Establishment finally occurs? We are told (and it makes good
sense) that Socrates was searching for the concept: which would define
what things really are in contrast to what they are held to be by the
common man, the citizen, and his representatives in the state, the
government. No “elitism” was necessarily involved in this philosophy,
for the common man himself was thought capable of arriving at the
truth—provided only he would start thinking by himself instead of

* Slightly extended version of presidential address delivered before the Forty-
third Annual Meeting of the Pacific Division of the American Philosophical
Association in Portland, Oregon, March 28, 1969.
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