Agnes Callard's Approach to Questioning in "Open Socrates"

Introduction: The Revival of Socratic Inquiry Through Questioning

Agnes Callard, a contemporary philosopher, offers a compelling re-examination of
ancient Socratic thought in her book "Open Socrates: The Case for a Philosophical
Life." This work serves as a pivotal point for understanding her interpretation and
application of Socratic methods, aiming to revive the essence of Socrates for a
modern audience.' Callard emphasizes that questioning is not merely a tool for
acquiring knowledge but constitutes a fundamental aspect of a philosophical life.* Her
approach suggests that engaging in rigorous self and communal questioning is
essential for navigating the complexities of existence and achieving a more examined
way of living. The book encourages readers to recognize the limitations of their
current understanding and to embark on a journey of intellectual exploration driven by
inquisitiveness.'

Part I. Untimely Questions: Addressing Foundational Assumptions

The concept of "untimely questions" forms a cornerstone of Callard's framework for
philosophical inquiry. These are identified as fundamental questions about life that
individuals often find themselves already holding answers to before consciously
formulating the questions themselves.” These inquiries delve into the very principles
that guide our actions and shape our understanding of the world.® Examples of such
questions include "Why seek material prosperity?" or "What truly defines a good
mother?".* This idea is closely linked to the theme explored in Chapter 1, "The Tolstoy
Problem," where individuals, like Tolstoy in his "Confession," come to a point of
realizing the inadequacy of their long-held, unexamined answers to life's most
profound questions.’ This realization often occurs after years of living in accordance
with these default answers.” The very nature of these questions being "untimely"
presents a significant challenge to genuine inquiry. Because individuals believe they
already possess the answers, they remain largely unaware of the possibility that these
answers might be flawed, incomplete, or simply adopted without critical evaluation,
thus hindering any meaningful exploration.®

Callard posits that grappling with these untimely questions is crucial for anyone
aspiring to live a truly philosophical life.* However, the inherent difficulty lies in the fact
that our pre-existing assumptions make it challenging to even pose these questions to
ourselves in a genuine spirit of inquiry.® To overcome this hurdle, Callard argues for
the necessity of external challenge and engagement in Socratic dialogue.® By
interacting with another person who can question our deeply ingrained assumptions,



we can begin to unsettle the perceived certainty of our "untimely" answers. Chapter 1,
"The Tolstoy Problem," likely delves into the initial stages of recognizing the
inadequacy of these answers, while Chapter 2, "Load-Bearing Answers," further
explores the nature of these foundational beliefs and the methods for engaging with
them.® Callard suggests that the inability to question these fundamental aspects of
our lives leads to a form of intellectual stagnation. The discomfort that arises when
these beliefs are challenged by another person within a structured Socratic
framework becomes a necessary catalyst for intellectual growth and greater
self-awareness.’

The Significance of "Why" Questions:

While Agnes Callard does not dedicate a specific chapter solely to "Why" questions,
their significance as drivers of deeper understanding within her framework of Socratic
inquiry is evident. The very essence of Socratic questioning involves a persistent
probing for reasons and justifications behind beliefs and actions. This aligns directly
with the function of "Why" questions, which compel individuals to articulate the
foundations of their perspectives, potentially revealing underlying and unexamined
assumptions.® Asking "why" serves as a fundamental tool in the process of uncovering
the "load-bearing beliefs" that Callard discusses. By repeatedly asking "why," the
superficial layers of justification are peeled away, leading to the core assumptions that
often operate beneath conscious awareness. This persistent questioning is central to
the Socratic method, as it aims to unsettle previously held convictions by exposing
potential contradictions or inconsistencies in one's reasoning.® The fear of confronting
the "why question" is something Socrates himself addressed, suggesting its power to
expose ignorance." Therefore, in Callard's view, "Why" questions are not merely about
seeking explanations; they initiate a process of intellectual excavation, digging
beneath the surface of our beliefs to reveal their fundamental structure and test their
validity.

Load-Bearing Beliefs and the Power of Questioning (Chapter 2: Load-Bearing
Answers):

In Chapter 2 of "Open Socrates," titled "Load-Bearing Answers," Agnes Callard delves
into the concept of "Load-bearing beliefs." These are the fundamental assumptions
that underpin our way of life, often operating implicitly and preferred not to be
subjected to rigorous analysis.'® These beliefs are so foundational that they often
function as the unspoken premises upon which our decisions, values, and
understanding of the world are built. Questioning, particularly through the Socratic
method, plays a critical role in bringing these load-bearing beliefs to the surface. As



Callard notes, Socrates' questions are specifically designed to pinpoint these
essential beliefs."” The process of Socratic questioning applies targeted pressure
directly to these critical assumptions.”® The primary purpose of examining these
beliefs through questioning is to subject them to a rigorous stress test, revealing any
potential weaknesses, inconsistencies, or lack of solid foundation.” Chapter 2 likely
provides a detailed discussion on how these beliefs operate within our cognitive
framework and the significant implications that arise when they are brought into the
light of critical inquiry.”® Callard suggests that while these load-bearing beliefs are
necessary for navigating the complexities of daily life, they can become detrimental if
they remain unexamined. Questioning, therefore, serves as a crucial mechanism for
ensuring that these foundational assumptions are robust and not simply inherited or
adopted without conscious thought and critical evaluation.

Neo-Socratic Ethics and its Inquisitive Nature:

Agnes Callard introduces the concept of "Neo-Socratic Ethics" in "Open Socrates,"
which emphasizes the moral imperative of actively striving for knowledge and
understanding.” This ethical framework posits that the journey towards becoming a
good person is primarily an intellectual endeavor, requiring rigorous thought and
continuous inquiry rather than mere willpower.” Questioning is not just a tool within
this ethical system; it is an integral component. Callard draws upon Socrates' famous
dictum that "the unexamined life is not worth living" to underscore the necessity of
constant self-reflection and critical evaluation of one's beliefs and actions.” The hard
work involved in striving to be ethical and virtuous is, according to Callard,
fundamentally intellectual work, driven by a persistent questioning of what "the good"
truly means.” This ethical stance necessitates open-mindedness, a willingness to
acknowledge when one is wrong, and the courage to pose challenging questions,
both to oneself and to others.® Part Ill of the book, which applies Socratic inquiry to
domains like Politics, Love, and Death, likely demonstrates how this inquisitive ethical
framework can be applied to fundamental questions within these critical areas of
human experience. Callard's "Neo-Socratic Ethics" thus shifts the focus from
passively adhering to pre-established rules or focusing solely on the consequences of
actions, towards the active and continuous intellectual process of seeking truth and
deeper understanding through relentless questioning.

FONA: Fear of Not Arriving and its Impact on Inquiry:

While the specific acronym "FONA: Fear of Not Arriving" might not be explicitly
defined in the provided research material, the underlying concept of fear associated
with the process of philosophical inquiry and the potential for significant personal



transformation is clearly present in Agnes Callard's discussion. The prospect of having
one's deeply held beliefs radically challenged and potentially overturned can be a
source of considerable anxiety.”® This fear can manifest as a reluctance to ask difficult
questions or to fully engage with inquiries that might lead to uncomfortable or
unsettling conclusions.” Conversational norms that favor superficial agreement over
deep, challenging discussion could also be seen as a manifestation of this fear, a
collective avoidance of potentially disruptive inquiries.” Callard suggests that
overcoming this inherent fear is crucial for engaging in genuine Socratic inquiry and
achieving intellectual progress. This requires embracing the transformative potential
that comes with having one's blind spots exposed and one's assumptions
guestioned.” Cultivating intellectual humility, the recognition of the limits of one's own
knowledge, is also essential in mitigating the fear associated with not having all the
answers or with discovering that one's current understanding is flawed.” By
acknowledging our own epistemic limitations, we become more open to the possibility
of being wrong and more willing to engage in the often-uncomfortable but ultimately
rewarding process of Socratic inquiry.

Inquisitive Writing: Embodying the Spirit of Inquiry:

Agnes Callard's writing style, which she describes as "Inquisitive Writing," directly
reflects her recommended question strategies and the overall spirit of Socratic
inquiry. Her work is consistently portrayed as engaging, thought-provoking, and
intentionally designed to encourage readers to critically examine their own
assumptions.’ Through her writing, Callard invites the reader into a dynamic process
of questioning and intellectual exploration, mirroring the dialogical nature of Socratic
inquiry." Her style often involves posing rhetorical questions, challenging commonly
held beliefs, and adopting an open-ended approach that resonates with the spirit of
Socratic dialogue, where definitive answers are not always the immediate goal, but
rather the process of inquiry itself is valued.'® Callard's aim is not simply to present
philosophical arguments but to actively engage the reader in the act of
philosophizing, prompting self-reflection and critical thinking about fundamental
questions." Her writing embodies a sense of contrarian provocation, pushing readers
to reconsider established perspectives and to embrace the discomfort that can come
with genuine intellectual exploration.” This approach reflects her belief that
philosophy is not a passive reception of information but an active and ongoing
process of questioning, refutation, and the pursuit of deeper understanding.

Conclusion: Embracing a Life of Philosophical Inquiry

In "Open Socrates," Agnes Callard presents a compelling case for embracing a life



centered on philosophical inquiry, with questioning as its driving force. Her framework
emphasizes the critical importance of addressing "untimely questions," those
foundational assumptions that often guide our lives without conscious examination.
The persistent use of "Why" questions serves as a vital tool in this process, helping to
uncover the "load-bearing beliefs" that underpin our understanding of the world.
Callard's "Neo-Socratic Ethics" further underscores the moral imperative of
continuous intellectual striving and the role of questioning in the pursuit of knowledge
and virtue. The potential barrier of "FONA: Fear of Not Arriving" highlights the inherent
discomfort that can accompany deep inquiry, but Callard suggests overcoming this
fear through intellectual humility and an openness to transformation. Finally, her
“Inquisitive Writing" style actively engages the reader in this process, mirroring the
dialogical and challenging nature of Socratic inquiry. Ultimately, Callard's work
emphasizes the collaborative and transformative nature of Socratic inquiry.”® By
engaging with others in a spirit of open and honest questioning, we can move towards
a more examined and meaningful existence.'
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