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Some Remarks on Practical Philosophy and 

the ‘Examined Life’ 
Jesse Fleming 

 

‘All good things tickle; and, when in doubt, 

wiggle.’ 

 

Any disquisition on the nature and function of the 

‘examined life’ will naturally begin by relating itself to 

the Socratic maieutic  method of ironic inquiry. Socrates’ 

‘midwifery’ is meant to expose the ignorance of all 

interlocutors regarding the essential nature of piety, 

justice, love, beauty and so forth, with the aim of 

inspiring those being cross-examined to realize their 

own ignorance and become infatuated with rationality 

and virtue. If one assumes (as I do) that all life problems 

(which bring clients to consult philosophical 

counsellors) have a moral dimension, then the Socratic 

dictum that ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’ 

makes sense. It is almost a truism that ‘the good life’ 

requires solid moral foundations (moral health, moral 

well-being, moral orientation, etc.); Socrates’ inquisitions 

were chiefly moral investigations rooted in the 

assumptions that an irrational and/or immoral life is 

worthless.  

 

I agree that life problems are as often as not moral 

problems (a failure to live up to one’s own moral 

standards, or an inability to resolve a moral dilemma), 

and that a clean conscience (as far as possible) is a 

summum bonum necessary condition of ‘the good life’.  

Yet what follows is a Nietzschean/Taoist critique of the 

‘Socratic Examined Life’ – supplemented by relevant 

observations taken from Heidegger and other, 

contemporary, philosophical practitioners. 

 

To begin with, I would add to Socrates’ ethical concerns 

three criteria of the good life (and hence goals of 

philosophical practice/counselling) recently advocated 

by Tim LeBon in his fine book, Wise Therapy: 

enlightened values, emotional wisdom, and a good 

decision procedure. Since the meaning of these terms is 

more or less self-evident, I would only like to call 

attention to the fact that a well-examined life includes 

not only moral self-examination (as in Socrates or 

Confucius) but also examination of one’s ‘E.Q.’ and 

one’s way of making decisions (regarding what to do, 

what to value, how to feel, etc.).  

 

As practical philosophers, we may also learn from a 

practising existential therapist, Ernesto Spinelli, who 

emphasises: 

1. The importance of the client/counsellor 

relationship, 

2. The importance of (current) human relationships 

(Heideggerian Mit-Sein)  

3. The danger of sedimentation (i.e. unchallenged 

assumptions, habits, etc.) 

4. As with phenomenology (and Nietzsche and 

Taoism), it is useful (for both client and counsellor) to 

remember that all one can hope to achieve are 

interpretations from a somewhat subjective perspective.  

 

Each of these points deserves detailed elaboration. 

Briefly, for philosophical counselling and life-

examination, they come down to the following: 

 

• Saying is one thing, but showing is another 

• Life-problems almost always involve snarled 

human relationships (which become second-

nature patterns of behaviour) 

• One should take no values or strategies for 

granted 

• It is wise to reconsider one’s views (whether 

client’s or counsellor’s) in the light of the fact 

that there are almost always other 

competing/alternative views with equal 

grounds/claims to validity (whether in regard 

to the nature of ‘love’ for example, or in regard 

to ‘the meaning’ of a client’s words, silence, 

body language, emotions, etc.).  

 

From Heidegger (Being and Time) we may extract and 

employ the concepts of ‘authenticity’:   

 

• Eigentlichkeit – ‘being True to oneself’ as 

Petronius said to his son Laertes,  rather than 

blindly and irresponsibly following the crowd 

– ‘das Man’) 

• Dasein (being ‘there’ – i.e. throwing oneself into 

the future via some freely chosen project which 

one takes responsibility for. 

 

Heidegger’s notion of temporality further suggests that 

client and counsellor should examine their lives for their 
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vector and velocity – i.e. the rate and direction in which 

the past is continued into the already present future and 

the imminent possibility of mortal finitude – death. The 

temporality of human existence also suggests the 

importance of checking one’s ability to act (or not act – 

wu wei), to speak (or be silent) in a timely way. Timing in 

regard to various forms of inertia and momentum, as 

well as one’s capacity to be proactive and not only 

reactive, are also factors to be examined in one’s style of 

living. In other words, the vision of ‘the good life’ which 

is the basis of my remarks on philosophical counselling 

and life-examination, includes the view that often one’s 

‘problem’ is that one has somehow trapped oneself (in 

maladaptive patterns/habits of behaviour, emotional 

reaction, decision making etc.), and, as Emmy van 

Deurzen emphasizes, the way out of the trap into which 

one has slid/drifted requires remembering/retrieving 

one’s past (forgotten/neglected/ abandoned) 

hopes/dreams/ideals which one finds worth living for 

and dying for. One should examine (a troubled) life for 

that which once caused one to live with enthusiasm and 

zest, then one’s way of appropriating the future (while 

facing the past) will become clearer. 

 

Such fulfilment of ultimate goals valued by the client 

himself/herself, requires not only moral ‘virtues’ such as 

courage, intelligence, resolve/determination, 

independence, etc., but also the capacity for creativity, 

spontaneity, flexibility, openness to emergent novel 

possibilities, etc. In other words, as one finds one’s way, 

one must also follow the Way/Tao (which is 

indeterminate/indefinite/open-ended) so that one can 

leave oneself space for ‘play’. This openness to whatever 

presents itself is the opposite of living with fixed and 

definite values/goals/strategies. It involves dallying with 

‘madness’ (in order to live with ‘genius’). So much for 

‘rationality.’  

 

Furthermore, I would argue, a life without humour, 

irony, and above all the capacity to (sometimes) laugh at 

oneself is drab/dull/tedious/boring/worthless. One 

should in my view, examine one’s life regularly to make 

sure that one is not overly serious, that one remains 

capable of some playful mischief, and that one is often 

childlike in one’s sense of wonder and awe of the 

extraordinary/miraculous nature of everything. We 

should have life ‘check-ups’ regularly (just as we have 

health check-ups) to stand back from life for a moment 

and make sure we are on the right track (going the right 

‘way’); thus, philosophical counselling/practice can 

serve best of all as a preventive regimen with such 

periodic examinations of our philosophical condition. 

Counsellor, as well as client, should regularly engage in 

such life-examination, in their shared pursuit of 

‘wisdom’ (which likely involves some ‘folly,’ just as 

‘tragedy’ involves ‘comedy’ –  and vice versa).  

 

Finally, if the unexamined life is hazardous and 

worthless, so is the over-examined life; and, if an 

immoral life is not ‘the good life’, neither is an over- 

moral life (which is stifling/ stultifying/ strangulating/ 

stagnating). And, in my own vision of ‘the good life’ 

(and Chuang Tzu’s I believe) one should examine one’s 

life for one’s preparedness for ‘a good death’ – however 

one envisions it. 
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