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ROXEEFATEOBMNITERRE W,

Socrates proclaimed that “the unexamined life is not worth living for a human being.”
In a democracy fond of impassioned® rhetoric and skeptical® of argument, he lost his life for
his allegiance® to this ideal of critical questioning. Today his example is central to the theory
and practice of liberal education in the Western tradition, and related ideas have been central
to ideas of liberal education in India and other non-Western cultures. One of the reasons
people have insisted on giving all undergraduates a set of courses in philosophy and other
subjects in the humanities® is that they believe such courses, through both content and
pedagogy®, will stimulate students to think and argue for themselves, rather than defer® to
tradition and authority—and they believe that the ability to argue in this Socratic way is, as
Socrates proclaimed, valuable for democracy. »

The Socratic ideal, however, is under severe strain in a world bent on maximizing
economic growth. The ability to think and argue for oneself looks to many people like
something dispensable if what we want are marketable outputs of a quantifiable” nature.
Furthermore, it is difficult to measure Socratic ability through standardized tests. Only a
much more nuanced qualitative assessment of classroom interactions and student writing
could tell us to what extent students have learned skills of critical argument. To the extent
that standardized tests become the norm by which schools are measured, then, Socratic
aspects of both curriculum and pedagogy are likely to be left behind. The economic growth
culture has a fondness for standardized tests, and an impatience with pedagogy and content
that are not easily assessed in this way. To the extent that personal or national wealth is the
focus of the curriculum, Socratic abilities are likely to be underdeveloped.

Why does this matter? Think about the Athenian democracy in which Socrates grew up.
In many respects its institutions were admirable, offering all citizens the chance to debate
issues of public importance and insisting on citizen participation both in voting and in the
jury éystem. Indeed, Athens went much further toward direct democracy than any modern
society in that all major offices, apart from the commander of the army, were filled by
lotteryl(e). Even though participation in the Assembly was to some extent limited by labor and
residence, with urban and leisured citizens playing a disproportionate® role—not. to mention
the exclusion of noncitizens, such as women, slaves, and foreigners—it was still possible for a
non-elite male to join in and offer something to the public debate. Why did Socrates think
that this thriving democracy was a sluggish® horse that needed to be stung into greater

wakefulness by the skills of argument that he purveyed1V?

(Martha C. Nussbaum, Not for Profit. Why Democracy Needs the Humanities)
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