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Let us Stop Thinking This Way …
 

Eite Veening 
 

The Socratic view that the only life worth living is 

an examined life has gained support and 

popularity among philosophical practitioners. I 

hope that this will be history in one or two years. I 

hope that practitioners will stop promoting this 

view a.s.a.p. 

 

Of course my own life is an examined one and also 

worth living. I examine my life three times a week 

for about half an hour. I have been doing this for 15 

years now and quite naturally this has contributed 

substantially to the degree to which my life is 

worth living – about five times higher than when I 

started, perhaps. But the fact that many of us 

philosophers lead an examined life and consider it 

worth living is not the issue. The fact that we are 

not representative of mankind certainly is an issue. 

 

Consider my grandson. He is four years old now 

and he is a nice, smart, happy boy. Does he 

examine his life? Certainly not; he just lives it! Is his 

life worth living? I cannot imagine otherwise… 

 

Consider my late grandmother. She was in her 

nineties when she died and she was an old-

fashioned woman with all kinds of daily worries 

throughout her life and a lot of happiness too. Did 

she ever really examine her life? I don’t think she 

did; not more than considering day-to-day 

decisions and looking back at life-events. Was her 

life worth living? She would certainly have 

answered in the affirmative. 

 

It may be obvious by now: as soon as the view is 

stated in its usual way (‘The only life worth living 

is an examined life’ means of course ‘only those 

lives are worth living that are examined lives’), it is 

a pretty arrogant and elitist view. It may be a 

slogan to justify some kind of a philosophical 

practice, but it denies the worth of the lives of 

many people; the young and the old; the simple or 

handicapped; probably most of the ‘common’ 

people. 

 

In the same way that in sexism and racism a 

judgement about the value of a person is wrongly 

based on one physical aspect of that person, our 

slogan bases a judgement of the value of a person’s 

life on one mental aspect: his or her capacity and 

willingness to examine it. I think this means that 

we have another bad –ism here. How shall we 

name it? Intellectualism? Socraticism? 

 

We can rephrase the slogan and soften it to 

something like: ‘The degree to which a life is worth 

living increases proportionally with its being 

examined’. But I don’t think this is much better 

than the original version. On the contrary. I can 

imagine that at a moment in time (and I hope it is 

many years from now) I examine my life seriously 

and come to the conclusion that it is really not 

worth living any more. Especially after and as a 

result of this examination. As a matter of fact I 

think that many suicides are the result of such an 

examination of a life. 

 

So far we have a strong and a weak version of the 

slogan and we found good reasons to object to both 

of them. A third and even weaker version is 

possible: ‘For some people under certain conditions 

an examination of their life contributes to their 

experience of worthiness’. This is true, no doubt 

about it. It is probably true for some clients of a 

philosophical consultant or counsellor. But this is 

hardly interesting; it is almost a banality. Who 

could object to this? 

 

The weak version showed us that there is 

something else wrong with the slogan. It states that 

the process of examination of a life as such makes it 

worth living at all. So: not the result of the 

examination counts, but the process. So: the fact 

that the examination may lead to a judgement, an 

evaluation, a conclusion about the value of a life 

and about the degree in which it is worth living, is 

excluded, ignored. It seems even that the slogan 

indicates that any examination will lead to a 

positive conclusion and to more value. Is that naïve 

or just blind? 

 

I think that there is even more wrong with the 

slogan and that I would like to name the 
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‘narcissistic’ aspect of it. You remember: young 

Narcissus staring in the pond fascinated by his 

own image (and drowning…). A life (worth living 

or not) is always the life of a specific person and 

the worth of it is obviously the worth for the 

person who is living it. It is their examination of 

their life; looking in their pond… So: the slogan as 

such seems to ignore the social and relational 

aspects of lives; it seems to say that the value of a 

life of a person depends only on the way that that 

person deals with themselves. I am examining my 

life; I am staring in the mirror of my being and I am 

enjoying the worth of it. Life-examination is an 

individual and personal activity and certainly done 

by the individual person (maybe stimulated or 

assisted by a philosopher, holding the mirror…).  

 

I will not deny that the examination of my own life 

is certainly my own basic right. But what about the 

worth of my life for my loved ones? For the whole 

of humanity even? I don’t say that someone else 

should be the final judge, but I think other persons 

may have something to say about it and that I have 

to listen to that. And this is absent in our slogan. 

 

I have avoided that central question: what is 

‘examination of life’? When is it genuine? 

Authentic? When is it about life-as-a-whole and not 

just about some aspects?  Whatever answers will be 

given I think my argument will hold: examination 

of a life does not ‘make’ it worth living in any way. 

And consultant philosophers should stop thinking 

this way and promoting this view… 
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