
49http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

Thus philosophers are strange, a race apart.  Strange
indeed are those Epicureans, who lead a frugal life,
practising total equality between the men and women
inside their philosophical circle …

… By the time of the Platonic dialogues Socrates was
called atopos, that is, “unclassifiable.”  What makes him
atopos is precisely the fact that he is a “philo-sopher” in
the etymological sense of the word; that is, he is in love
with wisdom.  For wisdom, says Diotima in Plato’s
Symposium, is not a human state, it is a state of
perfection of being and knowledge that can only be
divine.  It is the love of this wisdom, which is foreign
to the world, that makes the philosopher a stranger in
it.  (Pierre Hadot)

I want to bring these remarks, which are the starting point
of this paper, into contact with two other closely related
themes.  The first is, why might the prisoners in the great
story of Plato’s Cave want to kill the released prisoner
who returns to tell the others his news, that he has
discovered what is real - or, more relevantly for them at
that moment, has discovered the hidden mechanisms
which determine the focus of their consciousness - and
that what  they see is merely the play of shadows. Why do
they not merely dismiss him as deranged - they surely
have no reason to believe him - rather than murdering
him?  The second theme concerns an intriguing remark of
Sigmund Freud’s. In the first paragraph of his chapter on
the ‘Dissection of the Psychical Personality’ in the New
Introductory Lectures in Psychoanalysis Freud deploys a
metaphor that repays attention: ‘the repressed’, he tells us,
‘is foreign ground to the ego – internal foreign ground –
just as reality (if you will forgive the unusual expression)
is external foreign ground’(p 88)1 .  I want to discuss this
‘unusual expression’.

Hadot’s remarks about the strangeness and foreignness of
philosophers - who appear strange to the world because
they behave as foreigners in it - allow us to contemplate
the ironic question whether an academic philosopher of
the early twenty first century should either want to be or
could be a philosopher in the sense indicated here, a
member of a race apart, a stranger; more specifically,
whether it would be proper to judge the success or failure
of their philosophical career by reference, not to the
intellectual adequacy or frequency of what is now referred
to on this island, alas, as their ‘output’, but to the degree
that they are frugal ‘strangers in the world’ on account of
their love of something called wisdom, wisdom defined,
moreover, ‘as a state of perfection of being and knowledge
that can only be divine’.

This language is, after all, embedded in a Platonic religious
tradition which fruitfully engaged with the Middle Eastern
religions.  Such a sense of being ‘philosophical’, which we
retain in common speech as a way of representing a
distinctive demeanour, particularly of fortitude in the face
of adversity, seems otherwise remote from dominant
contemporary conceptions of the vocation of philosopher,
and seems, indeed, closest to the notions of sainthood
within Christianity and Islam.

Our nostalgic irony might well be tempered by the thought
that in reflecting sadly on the demise of this ancient
conception of the philosopher we are dealing with a
contemporary situation in philosophy that is the product
of an unfinished history of radical criticism of religion and
metaphysics.  The classical conception belongs, it may be
said, to a revisionary metaphysics now widely perceived
to have been discredited, and it is precisely those who
have followed the vocation of philosophy who have been
active in that historic act of sceptical dismantling.  Is this
the vocation of ‘strangers in the world’?  or must we settle
for the leaner, more secular comment found in
Wittgenstein’s Zettel? - that ‘the philosopher is no citizen
of a community of ideas. That’s what makes a philosopher
of them’2 .  What cannot be far from our reflections is
whether what Nietzsche called the ‘two worlds’ view of
Platonism and metaphysics is so implicated in the ancient
conception of the philosopher that we must if we reject the
former also reject the latter.  It might seem that
representations of the alleged strangeness of the true
philosopher depend upon a particular conception of
wisdom and its relation to the world, and that if we reject
that piece of Platonic metaphysics maybe we are right to
have abandoned that conception of the philosopher.

But we shouldn’t be too precipitate here in assigning a
direction to the causal arrow. It may be that the
metaphysics rather than the way of life is the product.
Error, even egregious error, in the conclusions the ancients
drew about reality from their experience does not show
that their procedure of self-distancing from the world -
and it remains to ask whether this is intelligible - was itself
misguided: maybe such ‘distance’ is the only way to see
the world clearly and see it whole.  If we talk in terms of
gains and losses, it may be that we have indeed lost
something important in the notion of philosophy as a way
of life, and that this has had an adverse impact, not on our

1 “…das Verdrängste ist aber für das Ich Ausland, inneres
Ausland, so wie die Realität – gestatten Sie den ungwohnten
Ausdruck – äusseres Ausland ist”.

In the beginning was the deed: Philosophers,
Reality and the World

Michael McGhee

2 ‘Der Philosoph ist nicht Bürger einer Denkgemeinde. Das ist, was
ihn zum Philosophen macht’ (Zettel 455) But notice that this
remark follows upon an unexpectedly long quotation from
Plato’s Charmides in the previous paragraph about wisdom as
knowledge of knowledge and ignorance—for a fuller
discussion of which see my ‘Wittgenstein’s Temple: or How
Cool is Philosophy?’ in Philosophical Investigations
(forthcoming).
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capacity to perform analytic operations on received
problems within a paradigm, but on our conception of the
scope of philosophy.

To put it another way, it may be that it is necessary for a
philosopher to retrieve or rediscover a particular kind of
life in order to assess whether the ancients had access to
areas of experience otherwise unavailable to us, knew
something that we don’t, despite the many failures of their
arguments, even though this is not sufficient to counter
further bad philosophy. After all, ‘doing philosophy’ at
least involves the act of drawing or uncovering unnoticed
distinctions or concealed differences, even such as bear
upon the direction and scope of philosophical activity itself,
and it is pertinent to observe that the range of differences
we can discern, the distinctions we can draw, depends to
some extent on a keenness of vision that may need fostering
through traditional forms of ascesis, and may depend upon
unexpected conditions, including, strangely, at least
periodic withdrawals from ‘the world’, to which the
philosopher later returns at least in some way a stranger3

- only, of course, if we return to Plato’s released prisoner,
to stand in imminent danger of mockery or even death, a
rare danger for contemporary philosophers in the analytic
tradition, who have mostly long since forgotten the
experience of confronting the rhetorical manipulations of
the powerful, forgotten, that is to say, how easily the voice
of reason and truth can be overwhelmed by the self-
confident and shamelessly dismissive mendacity of
political power.

But before we too precipitately embrace or dismiss the
idea of a love of wisdom that is ‘foreign to the world’,
along with traditional attempts to represent that wisdom,
we should consider asking ourselves the rather pressing
question, what is the nature of ‘the world’ that the
philosopher is a stranger in? We surely require an answer
to the question, what is it to talk about ‘the world’ at all?
What is ‘the world’ that this love of wisdom is foreign to,
since we are all apparently ‘in’ it even if we are not all ‘of’
it, an expression that already hints at the tangled
complexity of its use.

It seems to me that there are three interconnected features
of the idea of ‘the world’ that are salient for our discussion;
the first is that the term has an ethical4  as well as an
epistemological significance; the second that ‘the world’
can be entered or left,5  that there can be irruptions into it,
that it can be destroyed (cf Byron’s ‘the wreck of a
demolish’d world’ from Manfred), or, in less dramatic
summary, that there is an inside and an outside of a world,
an internal and an external aspect;6  and the third is that
the term ‘world’ is not coterminous with ‘reality’: crudely,
there is no inside or outside of reality, and one can only
‘leave’ the latter  in the sense of ceasing to exist.

If we can become a ‘stranger to the world’ on account of a
love of wisdom that is foreign to it, then it is implied that
there is a sense in which ‘the world’ can be left or
abandoned or surpassed. If it makes sense to see it clearly
and see it whole, then it must be a limited whole, and we
should reject the early Wittgenstein claim that ‘the world
is everything that is the case’ as a failure of the imagination.
We partially recognise the truth in the use we make of the
container metaphor: ‘the world’ is such intrusive reality as
we have ordered to our survival and convenience, and
once we see this we are less inclined to speak of the world
because we have become aware of its subjective conditions.

But the obvious problem here is that I am playing fast and
loose with the two aspects of the use of this term that I
have already referred to, the ethical and the
epistemological. I suggest, however, that we are obliged to
regard them as fused into a unity that is central to our
concerns. Nevertheless, consider the phrase ‘in the world
but not of it’, a familiar Christian formulation with obvious
Platonic analogues. Here it seems that the emphasis is on
the ethical implications of the term: ‘the world’ refers,
surely, not to that portion of reality of which we are
apprised, but to a particular culture, of the ‘flesh’, say,
rather than of the ‘spirit’, or, in Platonic analogue, drawing
on the Republic, the world of the unjust man who seems
just, rather than the just man who seems unjust, the rational
Thrasymachian egoism of justice as a convention governing
relations between those of roughly equal power.  Not being
‘of’ this world implies an ethical or spiritual demeanour at
odds with the dominant culture, ‘the world’.

But such a notion for all that represents a particular
apprehension of reality, precisely that associated with such
a culture. What is invisible to us when we are immersed in
this ‘world’ is just these particular, ethical conditions that
determine the content, as it were, of our visual field - what
is salient, what recedes in the light of particular interests.
This apprehension of reality is the world, which is,
however, and in reality, only ‘reality’ as we imagine it to
be.  What has to be learned by a humankind that cannot
bear very much reality is that ‘the world’ is a particular
apprehension, is just the reality that we can indeed bear.
To put this in Buddhist terms, it is the product of a
parikalpita consciousness. The reference to imagination here
is not to a false construction or representation, but to an
inadequate one, the imagining that reality is exhausted by
what we take it to be, on the basis of a narrow acquaintance.
But a judgment such as this can only be made on the basis
of a wider and more adequate acquaintance. The
parinispanna consciousness sees precisely this limitation
and inadequacy, has awakened to it, because the creases
within perception caused by the domination of the klesas
or the distorting passions have unwrinkled.  This moment
is a crucial one for the prisoners in the cave, since their
plight illustrates the radical invisibility of nevertheless
determining subjective conditions, the mechanisms
responsible for the focus of consciousness and the form of
perception.  In Plato these determining subjective
conditions are represented by the domination of appetite,
or untempered, akolastic7  desire,  at the expense of reason

3 Even in Wittgenstein’s metaphor, the philosopher is identified
as a stranger, not a citizen of the borough

4 A hint of the ethical is given in phrases such as ‘in the world
but not of it’ or in the expressions ‘worldly’ and ‘unworldly’.

5 —‘…into the dangerous world I leapt’; ‘that I might fade /
And leave this world unseen’, ‘wandering between two
worlds, one dead/ The other powerless to be born’—

6 This usage is exploited to great effect of course in John’s
Gospel: the Word comes into the world and the world does
not recognise it.

7 Akolasia is the Aristotelian vice of ‘licentiousness’, though the
term more strictly implies ‘unchastised’
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and spirit.  Only the released prisoner is in a position to
recognise the fact of this determination, that the other
prisoners live in a world of shadows, which they take to be
(parikalpita) what there is, reality itself. There is no need to
deny, of course, that they really do perceive shadows.  (The
image here is of a distinction between what one might call
saturated and unsaturated perception, in which the latter
really are by comparison the shadows of an habituated
inattention to the suchness or haecceitas of things). What is
at stake here is the kind of experience which drives a wedge
between ‘world’ and ‘reality’, so that ‘the world’ becomes
‘our world’ and the world, as articulated in language, is
confronted with reality. This latter aspect should, I think,
give philosophers pause when they use ‘world’
interchangeably with ‘reality’: reality does not have an
inside and an outside, for instance. We thus implicitly
acknowledge that the world is indeed a limited whole, that
it doesn’t coincide with ‘reality’ but is a vulnerable
domicile8  within it, a house within Being, even a citadel or
bulwark, and is more or less receptive, more or less hostile,
more or less ignorant or deluded about the realities that
encroach upon our threshold.  If human kind cannot bear
very much reality, then the ‘world’ is our porous
accommodation with the reality we are able to bear; but it
is not totally efficient: the house we live in has a leaking
roof and lets in draughts, and the outside temperature and
climatic conditions effect changes within whose causes
remain unknown to us.

The fusion of ethics and epistemology represented by the
notion of ‘the world’ is widely acknowledged in common
usage. Here for example is some broadsheet political
comment found almost at random:

In the world of bin Laden and George Bush, fear is the
key … Inexorably, the peoples of the globe are being
pushed into a dangerously simplistic world where there
are only absolutely hateful enemies and totally  loyal
friends, good gods and bad gods, the chosen and the
damned. (Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, Independent 04.11.04)

Here I take the point to be that we thus represent reality in
terms of false dichotomies which do have some purchase
in reality - there are hateful enemies and loyal friends - but
that nevertheless these totalising descriptions conceal
distinctions which would otherwise be available for
practical reason - and the point may as well be made here,
available for the practical reasoning of an emergent human
sensibility whose emergence depends precisely on the
availability of the realities that would engage it if they
were not concealed from it.  Alibhai-Brown cites a passage
from Ahdaf Soueif:

The identification of Islam as ‘the enemy’ is particularly
dangerous … The ideologues and propagandists need
only revive old colonialist and orientalist ideas of Islam
as an inherently fanatical, violent, ideological system
which rejects modernity’ (Mezzaterra: Fragments from
the Common Ground)

The moral I want to draw from these two remarks is that
Alibhai-Brown here appeals to a familiar idea: the notion
of ‘a world’ understood as essentially constituted by a web
of implicitly evaluative descriptions or ‘ideas’ that inform
our thinking and which of course, because they typically
conceal and mystify, are vulnerable to critical scrutiny.
‘The world’ is saturated by evaluative thought, ideas,
general descriptions. Hence the primal, deeply
uncomfortable role of the philosopher as the critic of our
ideas, of the ideas that inform the world we inhabit and in
terms of which our self-image is also formed, the
uncomfortable role of the philosopher, therefore, as the
undermining critic of the unconscious function of our self-
images.

It might be said that Alibhai-Brown speaks rhetorically
here (using ‘world’ is merely a device to indicate a
pejorative assessment) and could equally well and with
greater lucidity have talked in terms of the (allegedly false)
beliefs of bin Laden and Bush.  But what is to be said against
this is that we are not talking about stray, isolated or
atomistic beliefs but rather about dominant action-guiding
beliefs that determine an orientation of life and ordering
of priorities.  They are indeed, taken in isolation, empirical
beliefs that are vulnerable like any other to verification
procedures, but this ignores their role: that they stand as
unexamined preconceptions, which, if they are false,
prejudice the power of judgment, predisposing us to
conclusions that rely more on them and their roots in the
passions than on observation.  The sting in the tail, as
Plato’s Socrates knows all too well, is the difficulty of
bringing them anywhere near examination. They represent
the unquestioned grounds by reference to which other
beliefs are assessed, and they determine projects within
which human beings derive a particular identity—or have
it imposed upon them without them knowing—but also in
which a particular identity is imposed upon the natural
world. What is especially significant about propositions
that play this role, which expresses and articulates an
unacknowledged direction of the will, is that precisely
where empirical investigation ends—because these are the
source and not the object of investigation—they are
surrounded by a dignified aura of gravity and respect that
allows the solemn enunciation of the most risible
propositions, an atmosphere of respectful affirmation not
uncommon near seats of power.  But this aura is a form of
aggression and resistance—our connection with Freud: a
resistance which implies at least subliminal recognition of
the truth—and it is not surprising that metaphors of the
self are sometimes military, as, for instance, in the idea of
the self as an inner citadel. What is actually protected here
is a conditioned form of subjectivity that is implicated in
the form of this objectification. What is protected, indeed,
is a constructed identity that is potentially in
unacknowledged conflict, even as it colludes, with the
realities of our own divided nature, though this conflict is
capable, just because of this collusion, of unexpected and
unconscious accommodations, as when the will of God
coheres marvellously with the most naked self-interest or
instinctual impulse, as warriors on opposing sides, equally
released to be brutal for God, fail to notice that their
enemies are also fighting Satan.

8 ‘… And even the noticing beasts are aware/ that we don’t
feel very securely at home /in this interpreted world’ Rilke,
first Duino Elegy.

In the beginning was the deed Michael McGhee
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All this is familiar enough, articulated in one philosophical
idiom or another. We can thus politicise Wittgenstein’s
approval in On Certainty of Goethe’s dictum, Im Anfang
war die Tat - in the beginning was the deed - perhaps most
tellingly in terms of the Heideggerian notion of ‘enframing’
(das Gestell) in which our unself-conscious project of
mastery and control determines an identity and
relationship both of self and nature (lords of creation) that
is in dangerous conflict with the reality of both.

But if we do this, we should notice that we shift, subtly,
from one preoccupation to another. If we focus our
attention on unexamined core beliefs, as in the case of the
vicious and self-serving generalities described by Soueif,
our preoccupation is with the truth or falsity of such beliefs,
and we may feel that it is sufficient to denounce them as
false, as stereotyping and so on. But to then move on is to
fail to see something deeper about them, that they are a
symptom of a procedure which more systematically conceals
the truth from us, a careless sortal selectivity that overlooks
differences and distinctions that are a matter of indifference
to the project and thereby stunts us through an
incapacitating one-sidedness - a claim that must, of course,
be premised on an independent account of the
transformative power of what is thus overlooked. The near
forebear of Heidegger’s notion of Gestell is Schopenhauer’s
concern with the impoverishing domination of perception
by the will and the possibility of the release of the one by
liberation from the other. This introduces an alternative
way of conceiving how ‘the world’ can be confronted by
reality, not by reference to the truth value of propositions
but to the disabling inadequacy of a representation of reality
determined by an unexamined and unself-conscious
direction of the will. The crucial contrastive term here is
‘disabling’, and it requires of us an account of a possibility
of human flourishing that is beyond conception just
because its conditions are obscured from us and foreclosed.
Here the Socratic enterprise is not simply to draw attention
to the worms of error but to find means of drawing
attention to what is obscured to consciousness by the habits
of the will. I hope it is clear that I use ‘representation’ in a
naïve, unphilosophical way, as when I (mis-)represent you
by drawing attention, but as though to the totality, to real
aspects of your character that distract from aspects I wish
to conceal. Thus, under the grip of Heidegger’s Gestell, the
untempered, unexamined impulse to mastery and control,
we represent reality to ourselves as constituted by such
and such features and characteristics, features and
characteristics that are undoubtedly there, but the
representation is totalising, and obscuring of other things that
are also there, and we fail to see what lies outside what is
essentially a self-preserving perspective: until we occupy
another from which we can see the arising and cessation of the
mechanisms involved, as may be seen, for instance, by the
spiritual practitioner who enjoys a brief interlude free of
their action, when the tranquillity of samatha gives rise to
recognition of what was concealed and now recognised to
make a motivating difference;  or, more simply, in the
commonplace experience, described by Simone Weil, in
which our mindless instrumentality is caused to hesitate or
pause in the face of beauty or love.  It is precisely here, I
suggest, that we can make sense of the idea of ‘going
beyond the world’ or standing outside it.  It is a going

beyond a particular world, one that belongs to one side of
our divided nature. We do not stand outside reality, but
see the limitations of a particular representation of it,
crucially, one determined by a particular project of the
will. What is neglected, overlooked, unseen, unnoticed,
concealed, disregarded, peripheral, marginal, in terms of
that representation of reality may turn out, in interludes of
release, to be things that an unawakened but emergent self
is sensitive and responsive to, and, evanescently, sees, until
it is once more caught in the gravitational pull of its own
dominant and motivated representation.

All this material, of false and concealing representation, is
the target of the Socratic elenchus. What we have been
concerned about so far has to do with the conditions of the
possibility of such an enterprise: whether a particular form
of life is needed in order for this philosophical task to be
carried out.  Effectively the answer is yes. The image of the
returning prisoner at least has application to the case of
Socrates, who draws attention to those propositions and
representations that determine action but remain
unexamined, indeed resistant to examination, which is
why, by the way, the prisoner is murdered. But what kind
of life are we talking about? I assume that it involves some
degree of at least intermittent freedom from the
mechanisms that move the world in appetence, as Eliot
puts it, and so the gaining of a perspective in which that
world and what drives it can be seen clearly and watched
with vigilance as it seeps back into the soul.  Such a life
must presumably seek ways of avoiding this re-immersion,
through practices that silence the appetency in favour of
awareness of what comes thereby from out of its
concealment.  Nothing ‘mystical’ is intended here: on the
contrary, I have in mind, for instance, the conditions for
the possibility of Kant’s kingdom of ends, as when we
emerge from the bondage that makes us merely means,
standing-reserve along with nature, which is the two
millennia-old residue of that primal confrontation in the
Republic between the life of justice and the life of injustice.
It is a life of not-forgetting or mindfulness of what has
been seen, its entering the body. The philosopher has to be
unworldly. This is not yet, however, enough to bring us
into proximity to the alleged wisdom that makes Socrates
a stranger in the world. Perhaps we can say briefly that if
his meditative life brings him to see the conditionality of
the subjective conditions of experience, and thus to have a
kind of knowledge of the conditions of knowledge, it might
also bring him to see that this duality of experience is itself
dependent on conditions and can be eclipsed in favour of
a ‘perfection of being and knowledge’ that we might say
‘can only be divine’ but probably shouldn’t.

However, it is also a way of life that is essentially
communal. Socrates after all had disciples as well as
enemies. This makes a philosophical community an
elenchic, maieutic one, that is to say, one whose form is
governed by the erotic relationship of Socratic midwifery,
dialectic and agon, and one which is sensitive to the
conditions under which this relationship may flourish.
Such an endeavour, definitive of the philosophical life, is
unlikely to attract State funding - and maybe the point is
that it never has - and, needless to say, the measure of the
success or failure of such an enterprise is somewhat at
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odds with that currently in place in the Academy, which
has itself been seriously compromised, not to say
corrupted, by the dead hand of ‘the world’ it was set up to
oppose.

So let us turn to Socrates’ enemies and his atopia. It ought
to be clear by now that Socrates embodies the energeia of
his (erotic) way of life and is to that extent a figure who
both attracts and repels, one who is resisted precisely
because the attraction and repulsion are both partly
unconscious. It is not entirely true to say that Socrates is
atopos: in one way, it is true, he makes no sense, doesn’t
belong to the world, its categories are in fact, we must say,
defeated by him. But in another way, he does make sense,
except that we don’t yet realise that he does. In terms of
what Blake called the two contrary states of the human
soul, we must assume that the one is dominant and the
other oppressed. What is thus oppressed must therefore
resist what attracts it, whereas what Iris Murdoch once
called the fat, relentless ego doesn’t care about people like
Socrates. It is the same part of the soul that is both attracted
and repelled and it is repelled because it is attracted.  But
let us turn to Freud’s comment, that ‘the repressed is
foreign territory to the ego – internal foreign territory –
just as reality (if you will forgive the unusual expression)
is external foreign territory’.

If we accept a functional distinction between the terms
‘world’ and ‘reality’ we can perhaps see some point to the
idea of ‘reality’ (whether internal or external) as Ausland
or foreign ground, over against what we take to be the
home ground of the conscious ego or its world. Indeed
this distinction between inneres and äusseres Ausland does
not coincide at all with that we have drawn between what
is internal and external to ‘the world’: on the contrary, the
Freudian terms belong firmly to what lies outside what we
might call the ego and its world - the ‘repressed’ is foreign
territory to the ego, whose response is anxiety and
resistance. But why might ‘reality’, which presumably
corresponds with the repressed here, also be foreign
territory? Maybe we should think it as a case of the
repressed, a kind of energetic id, the reality of our
condition, of which we are subliminally aware, that
threatens the integrity of our domicile. This is not such a
strange idea, indeed it is a commonplace of literary
criticism. Freud refers to ‘symptoms’ as ‘representatives of
the repressed’ which are ‘most foreign to the ego’ (am
Ichfremdesten, der sich in der Seele verfindet). But what
‘representatives’ of reality constitute the equivalent of
‘symptoms’ in relation to the world, what is most foreign
to it? The obvious answer is that they are the voices of the
cognitive unconscious that make least manifest sense and
stand in need of interpretation: the metaphors, dreams,
symbols, exemplars, which stand in an isomorphic relation
to the human condition and may be the exterior means of
access to what lies within. Think of the way in which the
image of the vampire can stand as an unconscious
subversion of the limits of our world in the form of a clear-
eyed diagnosis of our condition, the drained and anxious
living surrounded by the pale, insatiable undead.
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