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GERMANY
(Allemagne)

HELMUT MEISSNER
University of Heidelberg
(hmeissner@gmx.de)

“If you think what I say is true, agree to it, and if not,
oppose me with every argument you can muster ...”
(Plato, Phaedo, 91B/C)

SOCRATES IN SUPPORT OF TODAY’S EUROPE?
1. PROPOSITION

For many years there have been complaints that the centrifugal tendencies
in Europe are posing an ever-greater threat. Anti-European nationalism is on
the rise. The metaphor of Europe teetering on the edge of an abyss is already
widely accepted. We need to strengthen the forces that bind Europe together -
this demand has long since become a commonplace.

What has been lacking so far is a convincing public answer to the question
of what means can be used to reinforce European cohesion.

I would like to look for an answer from a Central European and German
perspective. As we all know, a review of German history reveals not only periods
of peace, stability and cultural florescence, but also catastrophic plunges into
barbarism and war. During the Nazi period (1933-1945), horrendous crimes
were committed in the name of Germany, most notably the mass murder of
Jews. Much research has been done on the causes of these catastrophes.

Our study, however, will not focus on the causes of such events. We want
to ask the opposite question: what factors have made it possible, in the past,
to overcome those dark phases of hatred, violence and barbarism? How were
people able to progress once again towards civilization and culture?

For this retrospective, we will take our lead from the research findings of
the British-American political scientist Leslie Lipson (1912-2000), who clearly
saw civilizing potential in the study of “the Greeks”. He wrote:

“But the Greeks were the teachers in all matters artistic and intellectual; and
when one drinks from that source, the creative powers of the human mind
are invariably unleashed” (The Ethical Crises of Civilization. Newbury Park,
London, New Delhi 1993, p. 64).

At the end we will turn to the question of whether and how the findings

from this historical retrospective can be utilized, now and in the future, for the
stabilization of Europe.

https://doi.org/10.14195/978-989-26-1764-0_6 97
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2. CIVILIZING POTENTIAL IN PLATO’S DIALOGUES?

Let us begin by considering some extracts from ancient Greek literature
which contain significant European moral concepts:

Text 1. PLaTO, Crito 49B

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus 1. Oxford 1900;

translated by H. Meissner, based on H.N. Fowler, London 1971)

Socrates is in prison, awaiting his execution. His friend Crito visits him
there and urges him to flee from prison. Socrates refuses. His detailed rationale
contains the sentence:

Ov6¢ adkovpevov dpa dvtadikelv, wg ol ToANol olovTat. ..
And we ought not even to repay crime with crime, as the world thinks...

Moral concept in text 1: A rejection of revenge

Text 2. PLAaTO, Phaedo 91B/C

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus 1. Oxford 1900;

translated by H. Meissner, based on H.N. Fowler, London 1971)

Shortly before his execution, Socrates talks to friends about whether the
soul is immortal. Before starting a new attempt to convince his friends of the
immortality of the soul, he invites them:

Yuelg pévrot, av épot meiBnole, oukpov gpovticavteg Zwkpdtovs, Tiig 8¢
&AnBeiag oA pdAlov, v pév T DUV Sok® dAnBeg Aéyety, cuvopoloyroate,
el 8¢ pr}, mavTi Aoyw AvTiTeiveTe...

But you, if you do as I ask, will give little thought to Socrates and much more
to the truth; and if you think what I say is true, agree to it, and if not, oppose
me with every argument you can muster ...

Moral concepts in text 2: Basic principles on understanding:
- truth;

- openness towards the opinions of others;

- reason-based argument (mavti Aoyw dvtiteivete);

- a friendly conversational tone.

Text 3. PLATO, Protagoras 314D/E

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus III. Oxford 1903;

translated by H. Meissner, based on B. Jowett, London 1953)

The Platonic dialogue Protagoras depicts how Socrates deals with a slave
who provocatively refuses to admit Socrates and his companion to the house of
a wealthy acquaintance, Callias; at the time, Callias is hosting a famous guest,
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Protagoras. This slave is clearly very ill-humoured because a large number of

visitors (“Sophists”) have already come to see Callias on that day:
éneldn yoov €xpovoapev v B0pav, dvoiag kai idwv fjuag “Ea”, £¢n, “co-
@lotai TIveg ov oxoAn adT®-” Kal dua apgoiv Tolv Xepolv THv Bvpav mavy
TpoBpwg wg 0ldg T v émpaev. kai Nueig Ty ékpodopey, kai 6¢ éyke-
KANpéVNG TS BVpag dmokpivopevog eimev, “Q &vBpwmot,” Epn, “odk dknkoa-
Te 6TL 00 )Xo a0 T®;” “ANN" wyabé,” Epnv £yw, “obte mapa KaAiav fjkouev
oVte copotai éopev. dANG Bapper Ilpwtaydpav yap tot deduevol ideiv HA-
Bopev: elodyyelov odv.” pdyig odv mote fpiv &vBpwog dvéwEev v Bupav.

When we knocked at the door, and he opened and saw us, he grumbled: “They
are Sophists, he is not at home”; and instantly gave the door a hearty bang with
both his hands. Again we knocked, and he answered without opening: “Did you
not hear me say that he is not at home, fellows?” “But, my friend”, I said, “you
need not be alarmed; for we are not Sophists, and we are not come to see Callias,
but we want to see Protagoras; and I must request you to announce us.” At last,
after a good deal of difficulty, the man was persuaded to open the door ...

Moral concepts in text 3: Solving conflicts by means of persuasion (AN
wyabé) rather than force.

Conclusion: So far it is hardly possible to give a convincing answer to the
question of the civilizing potential of such literature. There should at least be ge-
neral agreement, however, that the extracts quoted tend to help pacify a society
rather than divide it.

In order to be able to make more in-depth statements about this literature,
we will now consider a few more extracts:

Text 4. PLaTO, Apologia 29C/D

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus I. Oxford 1900;

In his speech of self-defence, Socrates calls on the Athenians:

€l pot mpog tadta eimotte: “Q Tdkpateg, VOV pEV Avote ob metodpeda aAN
apiepév og, émi ToOTE pévToL, @ QTE punKéTt &v TadTn Tf) {troet Statpifery unde
QNOCOQETY: 0V 88 AADG £TL TODTO TIPATTWYV, ArtoBavii” — €l 00V pe, Emep elmov, £mi
TovTOLG dgiotte, gimo” &v Opiv 6Tt “Eyw dpdg, @ dvdpeg ABnvaiot, domdlopat
pev kol @A, eicopat 8¢ paAlov @ Be® 1} LI, kol Ewortep &v éumvéw Kai 0ldg
Te M, 0V P} TAVoWHAL PILOCOPAV Kol VPV TTapakeAevdpevog Kai EvOelkvOLEVOG
61w v del évtuyxavew DpdY, Aéywv olamep eiwba, 611 “Q dplote avpav, ..”

... if you should say to me in reply to this: “Socrates, this time we will not do as
Anytus says, but we will let you go, on this condition, however, that you no longer
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spend your time in this investigation or in philosophy, and if you are caught doing
so again you shall die”; if you should let me go under this condition which I have
mentioned, I should say to you, “Men of Athens, I respect and love you, but I shall
obey the god rather than you, and while I live and am able to continue, I shall
never give up philosophy or stop exhorting you and pointing out the truth to any
one of you whom I meet, saying in my accustomed way: ‘Most excellent man’...”

Moral concepts in text 4: In addition to the above-mentioned moral con-
cepts, this passage presents:
- freedom of speech and individual responsibility; the refusal to submit to an
opinion imposed by force (neicopat 8¢ paAlov);
- arefusal to be coerced by the threat of death;
- a friendly tone combined with a resolute stance (Ey®d dudg, @ &vdpeg Abn-
vaiot, domdlopat LeV Kai GIA®, Teicopat 8¢ pdAlov).

Text 5. PLATO, Laches 185A

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus III. Oxford 1903;

translated by H. Meissner, based on B. Jowett, London 1953)

At one point, Socrates makes the following remark about child-raising:

fj mepl opkpod ofeabe vovi kivduveverv kal ob kal Avoipaxog GAN ob mepl
TOUTOL TOD KTAHATOG O TV DUETEPWY UEYLOTOV OV TLYXAVEL DEWV Ydp TIOL T
XPNOTOV fj TdvavTia yevopuévwy Kai mdg 6 0ikog 6 Tod matpdg ol Twg oikroe-
Tat, OToiot &v Tiveg ol maideg yévwvTal.

Is this a slight matter about which you and Lysimachus are deliberating? Are
you not risking the greatest of your possessions? For children are your riches;
and upon their turning out well or ill depends the whole order of their fa-
ther’s house.

Moral concepts in text 5:
-awareness that child-raising has far-reaching consequences for good or evil;
-awareness that parents have a duty to raise their children as carefully as pos-
sible.

Text 6. PLATO, Respublica 519E/520A

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus IV. Oxford 1902;

translated by C. Emlyn-Jones and W. Preddy, Cambridge 2013)

In his principal work, The Republic, Plato sums up the task of the legislator
as follows:

.. OTL VOU@ 0V TODTO pélel, 6Twg €v Tt yévog €v molel StapepdvTwg €b Tpd-
Eet, AAN €v 6\ TR OAel TODTO pnyavatat £yyevéoBal, cuVapUOTTWY TOVG
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nohitag melol te kat avaykrn, moldv petadidovat aAAAAAoLg TG dgehiag fjv &v
€KaoTOL TO KOOV SuvaTtol Aoy OPEAELV ...

... that this is not the purpose of the law that a single section of the community
will do exceptionally well, but the intention is that this will apply across the
whole state by uniting the populace by persuasion and compulsion, and by mak-
ing them share the services with each other which every individual can do for
the common good...

Moral concepts in text 6:
- a focus on the common good; a rejection of the privileging of individual
groups within the state;
- cohesion as a fundamental value of the system of government;
- the deployment of all citizens in the service of the country according to their
abilities.

Text 7. PLATO, Leges 693B

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus V. Oxford 1907;

translation based on Fachiibersetzungsdienst GmbH, Berlin 2019)

In his late work, The Laws, Plato argues that to achieve stability (uevodoav),
a system of government must be focused on three fundamental values:

@G dpa o0 Sel peydhag dpxag ovd” ad dpe{ktovg vopobetely, Stavondévtag to
ToLoVde, OTLTIOMY EAevBEépay Te eivat Sel kai Epuppova kai avTh @AY, kai TOv
vopoBetodvta mpodg Tadta PAémovta Sl vopoDeTelv.

... that one must not give any government, by law, overly great and unmixed
power, on the basis of the idea that a polis should be

- free, and

- guided by reason, and

- on friendly terms with itself,

and that the legislator must pay attention to these things when making laws.

Moral concepts in text 7:
- rejection of absolute governmental power, because:
- astate must be free.
- a state must be guided by reason.
- a state must have internal coherence.

Text 8.PraTO, Epistulae 7.336E/337A

(I. Burnet, Platonis opera. Tomus V. Oxford 1907;

translation based on R. G. Bury, Cambridge 1929)

In a letter to friends who are caught up in a horrific civil war in Sicily,
Plato —well over seventy years old at the time— gives the following answer
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to the question of how hatred and violence between enemy camps can be
overcome:

WG ovK E0TLV TadAa KAK®V TOIG 0TACIATAOLY, TPV AV ol KpaTRoAVTEG pdyalg
Kai €kPolaig avOpdmwy Kal opayais LynokakodvTeg Kal €mi Tipwplag mav-
owvTal Tpemopevol TOV EXOpdv, Eykpateig 8¢ dvteg adT®V, Bépevol vopovg
Kovovg undev pudlov mpog féoviv avtoig f§j Tolg fTTndelov kepévoug,
avaykdowoly avtovg xpiiodatr Toig vopolg dittaig odoalg dvaykalg, aidoi
Kal OPw, POPw uev S TO Kpeitovg adTOV eival, aidol 8¢ ad St TO kpeit-
Tovg @aiveaBat mepi Te TaG 160V kal TOlG vOpoLg pdAlov 0 ovTég Te kal
Suvdapevol Sovkedety. GANwG 8¢ ovk EoTv WG dv mote kak®dv Af§at oG v
abTf] oTactdcaoa ...

... that there is no cessation of evils for the warring factions until those who
have won the mastery cease from perpetuating feuds by assaults and expul-
sions and executions, and cease from seeking to wreak vengeance on their foes;
and, exercising mastery over themselves, lay down impartial laws which are
to satisfy the vanquished no less than themselves; and compel the vanquished
to make use of these laws by means of two compelling forces, Reverence and
Fear -Fear, insomuch as they make it plain that they are superior to them
in force; and Reverence, because they show themselves superior both in their
attitude to pleasures and in their greater readiness and ability to subject the-
mselves to the laws. In no other way is it possible for city at strife within itself
to cease from evils ...

Moral concepts in text 8:
- arejection of revenge (¢mi Tpwpiag TadowvTal TpemdUEVOL);
- a rejection of the privileging of the rulers (undé¢v pailov mpog fdoviv
avToig fj Toig TTnOeiow);
- the rulers have special obligations with regard to self-control (St& 10 kpeit-
Tovg @aiveaBat mtept ... Tag 1dovag) and compliance with the law.

Conclusions
After considering the first three extracts, we initially concluded that they

“tend to help pacity a society rather than divide it”.

If we now consider all eight extracts again, from the point of view of their

civilizing potential, we believe that the following observations may also be made:
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- the texts tend to foster openness towards the opinions of others rather than a
defensive reflex towards anything foreign (opukpov gpovticavteg Zwkpdtovg
... TavTL AOyw dvtiteiveTe);

- they tend to contribute to freedom of expression rather than the intellectual
subjugation of a society (meicopat 8¢ paAov);

- they tend to foster an appreciation of careful child-raising and education
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rather than a laissez-faire pedagogical attitude in society (ktrjpatog 6 T@v

DUETEPWY PEYLOTOV OV TUYXAVEL);

- they tend to affirm public-spirited action rather than promote private inter-

ests (00 To0TO péhel, OTwG Ev TL yévog ... €0 Tpdker).

- they tend to foster a matter-of-fact style of debate rather than hateful agita-

tion (ppovticavtes ... Tig 8¢ dAnbeiag);

- they tend to encourage moderate rather than extremist political thinking

(MO EXevBépay ... kal Euppova kai EauTii @IANV);

- they tend to give priority to non-violent conflict resolution rather than affirm

violent resolution (GAN° wyadé);

- they tend to foster respect for the laws rather than disregard for them (toig

VOUOLG ... SOVAEVELY);

- they tend to encourage the idea that rulers have additional moral obligations,

rather than the idea that they can allow themselves more freedoms than those

who are dependent on them (¢ykparteig 8¢ dvteg abdTdOV).

So far, we have concentrated on Plato’s texts. To keep the study brief, we will

continue to do so. But there are undoubtedly many other ancient and modern
authors about whom similar things can be said.

3. CIVILIZING EFFECTS OF ANCIENT GREEK LITERATURE IN
THE PAST

The observations made so far do not provide any compelling evidence
that there is actually civilizing potential in ancient Greek literature. Can any
historical proof be found that an educational and civilizing potential is actually
present in Greek literature? Have there been moments in history where it seems
plausible that the study of Greek literature contributed to an upswing in regard
to the level of civilization? This hypothesis will now be tested.

We shall focus on two of these advances in civilization:

- the cultural shift that took place at the beginning of the modern era in Eu-
rope;
- what was known as the “Golden Age of Islam” in 9" to 12" century Spain.

3.1. The overcoming of the Middle Ages as a civilizing achievement

The cultural shift between the Middle Ages and the modern age was, as
we all know, mainly triggered by the Renaissance and Humanism. In order
to be able to assess this shift, it is helpful to compare modes of behaviour
in the centuries before and after this change, in the Middle Ages and the
modern age. Particularly striking are the differences in attitudes to public
torture.

Medieval punishments, such as breaking on the wheel, quartering,
impalement, boiling, burying alive and so on, were exceptionally cruel. As
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modern-day Europeans, we find it hard to comprehend how those earlier
Europeans, instead of feeling shame and indignation over such executions,
could flock to them from near and far as if attending a festival. Early modern
Humanism played a crucial role in ensuring that such forms of criminal justice
later came to be seen, in large parts of Europe, as inhumane and abhorrent.

Did the study of Greek play a part here? Today it is sometimes forgotten
that there was a kind of taboo on Greek until the end of the Middle Ages. For
centuries, the schism between the Latin church of the West and the Greek
church of the East (A.D. 1054) led to ideological resistance to a return to the
Greek foundations of our culture, both in Germany and in Western and Central
Europe in general.

It was largely by chance that the German humanist Johannes REUCHLIN
(1455-1522) nonetheless became one of the first Central Europeans to be able to
learn Greek: during his studies in Basel (beginning in 1474) he met a Greek exile
who taught him the Greek language. And the English humanist Thomas MORE
(1478-1535) faced opposition from his father when he wanted to learn Greek and
study Greek literature; in England at the time, as in other countries, such studies
were still seen as questionable.

Within a few years, however, an intellectual attitude had emerged that
was quite new for the sensibility of the time. Johannes Reuchlin and Thomas
More were key proponents. For example, Reuchlin, in an extremely anti-
Semitic environment, resisted the calls of several German theological faculties
to burn Jewish writings, especially the Talmud. In 1520 Reuchlin composed a
soberly argued assessment of the matter for Emperor Charles V, and after long
and gruelling struggles he was able to ensure that Jewish literature would be
preserved.

No less unusual for that period was the intellectual independence of
Thomas More, the author of the book Utopia. For example, he provided his three
daughters with the same education as his son; his eldest daughter became one of
the most learned women of her time.

Another of Germany’s first Greek scholars was Philipp MELANCHTHON
(1497-1560), who was not only a close collaborator of the reformer Martin
LUTHER, but also —a less-known fact— devised and largely implemented a
redesign of the whole German education system. Among other things, he was
responsible for the introduction of history, geography and Greek as school
subjects. Even in his lifetime he was accorded the honorary title of Praeceptor
Germaniae.

It has become clear, I think, that the novel attitude of these “pioneers of
Greek” already announces the “European canon of values” which many of us
now see as threatened and worth defending.

On this basis, the Czech theologian John Amos CoMENIUS (1592-1670),
who had studied in Heidelberg, created a profound new concept of education.
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Here he contradicted the frequently brutal habits of earlier times. His principles
still seem very modern today: equal support for boys and girls of all classes, an
education that instils humanity and personal responsibility, an avoidance of
violence and coercion. A much-quoted motto of Comenius: omnia sponte fluant,
absit violentia rebus.

3.2. The Golden Age of Islam as a civilizing achievement

Another period which, in our view, casts light on the civilizing poten-
tial of ancient Greek literature is the “Islamic Golden Age” in Spain. Today
societies shaped by Islam are often said to have a comparatively low level of
educational achievement. And yet there were centuries in which Islam, spe-
cifically in Spain, was culturally superior to the European West. The “Islamic
Golden Age” lasted roughly from the 9 to the 12" century. A famous scholar
of the period, the Aristotle commentator AvERROES (Ibn Rushd, 1126-1198),
had a substantial influence on Christian scholasticism in the Middle Ages.
This period is praised for the fact that, in its best phases, an intellectual life
prevailed in which Muslims and Jews worked together fruitfully. There are
reasonable grounds for assuming that a causal relationship existed between
this cultural florescence of Islam and the study of Greek and especially Aris-
totelian philosophy.

The influence of ancient Greek culture on Roman culture will be mentioned
only briefly here. Many Romans were aware that ancient Greece was a major
source of intellectual and cultural inspiration. The Roman poet HorRACE (Ep.
2.1.156 f.) wrote, full of admiration: Graecia capta ferum victorem cepit et artis
/ intulit agresti Latio “Greece, the captive, made her savage victor captive, and
brought the arts into rustic Latium™.

4.CIVILIZING IMPACT OF ANCIENT GREEKLITERATURE TODAY

The results of this historical retrospective undoubtedly give grounds for
the assumption that —at least in the past— a thorough study of ancient Greek
literature had the potential to develop civilizing effects. Regarding Germany,
I personally believe that the philhellenic and humanist tradition helped the
Germans to deal self-critically with the barbarism of the Nazi period. But now
this humanist tradition is weakening. The question, then, is whether a thorough
study of ancient Greek literature can have a civilizing effect in the future, as it
had in the past.

! Kiessling, A., Heinze, A., Q. Horatius Flaccus. III. Berlin, 1961; translated by H. R.
Fairclough, Cambridge 1991.
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Of course, Greek is not a cure, and never has been. But we would like to
show that a return to Greek literature presents great opportunities, particularly
with regard to certain current problems in Germany and Europe, and that these
opportunities are often underestimated at the present time.

4.1. European problems as problems of inner attitude

The growing European problems for which no satisfactory solution has yet
been found include:
- the proliferation of public lies and slanders (“fake news”);
- the spread of hostile, antagonistic forms of controversy;
- increasing doubt in the trustworthiness of leading politicians.

The means used in the effort to fight these problems are essentially always
the same: public disapproval and distancing, appeals, threats of “sanctions”,
and ultimately their implementation. Yet these methods clearly have little or no
success.

This limited success can be explained, we believe, by a widespread misun-
derstanding about the degree of difficulty of these problems. People overlook the
fact that these problems which face Europe are not just about outward actions,
but are largely based on inner attitudes. Let me try to explain this:

- concerning “truthfulness™ whether someone resists the temptation to say
things that are untrue, and to pass on things that have not been verified, is
undoubtedly a question of inner attitude;

- concerning “antagonistic argument” undoubtedly, constructive, understan-
ding-focused argument requires a self-critical, self-disciplined inner attitude.

- concerning “loss of confidence”™ trust in a person relates mainly to his or her
inner attitude.

4.2. The task of developing more civilized attitudes

Inner attitudes are harder to influence than outward actions, as they cannot
be changed by punishments and rewards, or taught and learnt like examination
material. If the attempt is made to change attitudes by force, this will not succeed,
and negative outcomes are nearly inevitable.

This raises a difficult question: in the effort to overcome attitudes that are
problematic for Europe, which means are likely to succeed? The question requires
a very wide-ranging answer, differentiating between the various situations and
people involved. In keeping with the intention of this paper, however, we will
concentrate on one aspect, that of youth education.

Socially “valuable” inner attitudes cannot be implanted in a young person
from the outside, but have to grow within him or her. Their development is a
process that cannot really be planned. The role of parents and schools in this
process consists in creating the best possible conditions for the development of
valuable attitudes. The most important methods are: setting an example, being
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available as a trustworthy person to talk to, encouraging young people to read
good literature, and the like.

In the school sector there is currently no satisfactory provision for this: the
fact that fostering valuable inner attitudes is an indispensable part of education
has been completely overlooked in the OECD’s project “The definition and
selection of key competencies” (2005). And this sensitive topic of “attitudes”
continues to be neglected in the public debate on education, although attention
is now increasingly being drawn to the fact that certain attitudes are essential
to the effective functioning of a democracy, and that these attitudes must be
regained if we are to halt the downward trend.

Here educational policy bears considerable responsibility; it has a duty to
ensure that young people can engage with good literature and thus form their
own attitudes, in a process lasting many years.

Certainly, there are numerous ancient and modern authors from various
nations whose works are suitable for this purpose. But again, this cannot be
explored in detail here.

4.3. The civilizing potential of Plato’s dialogues

To at least briefly hint at how the study of such texts can lead to the emer-
gence of the attitudes Europe needs, we have selected one aspect: Plato’s Socratic
dialogues.

What are the basic principles of the Socratic dialogue? Surprisingly, these
principles are never explicitly formulated in Plato’s writings. But we can deduce
them from the manner in which the interlocutors approach the problems and
deal with each other.

The Socratic dialogue may be regarded as the embodiment of European
values. The question of whether and to what extent comparable traditions exist
in non-European cultures is a separate topic and will not be considered here. On
the basis of four main values -reason, truth, freedom and responsibility— the
basic principles of the Socratic dialogue can be roughly summarized as follows:

- Reason: In an understanding-focused dialogue, it is the weight of rational
arguments that should be decisive, not social rank or psychological pressure.
- Truth: Without the effort to at least approach the truth, a dialogue which
begins from opposite positions cannot succeed. Also, self-criticism is
indispensable as well as the willingness to accept a loss of prestige.

- Freedom: In an understanding-focused dialogue, freedom is essential, the
freedom to both express opinions and form them: opinions must not be impo-
sed by force. Unwelcome opinions and objective criticism must be tolerated.
Personal insults, however, are prohibited.

2 In naming these principal four European virtues, I am drawing on the work of Richard
Schroder (“Europa, was ist das?” in: Aktuelle Antike. Leipzig 2002, pp. 31 ff.).

107



Germany

- Responsibility: Every participant must help to ensure that the debate remains
focused on communication and understanding, and that the atmosphere is
one of positivity towards each other. Everyone shares the responsibility for
paying regard to the “rules of the game”.

These four values —reason, truth, freedom and responsibility- do not simply
coexist in the Socratic dialogue, but are related to each other: thus freedom, here,
is obviously more than the absence of slavery. Freedom, as a basic principle of
dialogue, requires an inner connection to the other three values. To give a hint
of how these four values interconnect, we could say that Socratic dialogues are
defined by an ethos of truth, reason, freedom and responsibility. Successful
dialogue thus requires not just the observation of particular rules, but also an
inner attitude.

The great advantage of studying the Socratic dialogues is, on the one hand,
that it can potentially give the desired value orientation, but, on the other hand,
that it does not tell readers what to think: it grants them the necessary scope to
develop their own moral concepts.

Can the study of Socratic dialogues also help to rebuild, in the minds of
citizens, the attitudes which Europe needs if it is to survive, i.e. a respect for
truth, a willingness to work towards understanding, and an effort to be reliable?

We should beware of overconfident statements. Yet there is a causal
relationship which has been observable even in recent times, but has received
little attention: although the “rules of play” of Socratic dialogue were not explicitly
formulated by Plato at any point, the Socratic/Platonic idea of understanding-
focused conversation is a living practice even today, though decreasingly. This
psychological phenomenon has been well known since antiquity: if we see a
behaviour and admire it, we feel the need to imitate it>. And sooner or later,
anything we frequently imitate becomes a habit, and second nature*. And so, even
if it may sound surprising at first, we can reasonably argue that we owe it largely
to the exemplary effect of Plato’s dialogues that this special form of conversation,
the “Socratic dialogue”, has remained alive and effective for centuries. In the
present public debate on education this psychological phenomenon has widely
been underestimated.

? ... 6T TIg OpNel dydpevog, un ppeioBat éxeivo (PL R. 500C)
ol pupnoelg ... €ig €0n e kai @voty kabiotavtat (Pl R. 395D)
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5. GENERAL CONCLUSION. THE TASK OF EDUCATIONAL POLICY
In the interests of Europe, then, educational policymakers need to make
greater efforts to ensure that young people in coming generations, all over
Europe, have the opportunity to study Plato’s Socratic dialogues and other com-

parable literature.
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