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THE VALUE OF SOCRATIC INQUIRY (Dissertation Abstract)

In the Apology, Socrates claims that his characteristic activity, Socratic inquiry (SI), is the
greatest good for a human and that to practice it is happiness. My project attempts to make
sense of these extravagant claims. First, | examine Socratic value theory by navigating what |
term the ‘Socratic Happiness Paradox.” Socrates appears to be both happy and unhappy. He
appears to be happy because he practices SI — the greatest good for a human that is happiness;
yet he appears to be unhappy because he is unwise and having wisdom is necessary for
happiness (WNH). Via a close reading of the locus classicus for WNH, Euthydemus 278-282,
| argue that Socrates is not committed to WNH, but instead argues that wisdom by nature is
the cause of correct use of assets and of happiness. Ignorance, conversely is the cause of
incorrect use and of unhappiness. | argue that since the unwise can correctly use assets and be
happy when led by wisdom, Socrates is not committed to WNH. Next, | turn to the nature of
Socratic inquiry. Most interpreters emphasize Socrates’ inquisitive procedure (i.e. the
elenchus) as they characterize Sl. | argue that a set of distinctive evaluative attitudes are
required to practice SI. These attitudes are required to practice SI and make Sl an activity of
care for one’s soul. Finally, having analyzed Socratic value theory and the nature of SI, I
address the evaluative question - What makes Socratic inquiry valuable? - directly. Any
interpreter who accounts for the value of SI must navigate the following choice point: either
Sl is merely instrumentally valuable or it is not. Many interpreters engage in an what | term
the instrumentalist project, which attempts to account for the value of Sl solely in terms of its
results. | pose two puzzles for such interpreters and argue that these puzzles are best resolved
by denying the assumption that guides the instrumentalist project - that SI is merely
instrumentally valuable. | argue that since Socrates claims care for one’s soul is superlatively
valuable and is happiness in the Apology, it is an excellent candidate for what makes Socratic
inquiry non-instrumentally valuable. Finally, after addressing potential resistance to this
proposal, | place it within the context of the Socratic value theory developed in the
Euthydemus, Meno and Apology and argue that these texts support such a non-instrumental
interpretation.



