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Resource: Skill Eight

Level 2 Award


OCR Level 2 Award in Thinking and Reasoning Skills J930

This resource is designed to accompany the OCR Level 2 Award in Thinking and Reasoning Skills for teaching from September 2009.

This resource supports the teaching of Skill Eight: Conceptual thinking and clarifying the meaning of Concepts.

Socrateaser

Socrates was a famous philosopher in Ancient Greece. He was best known for his method of asking people to give definitions of important ideas like ‘justice’ or ‘courage’ and then coming up with counter-examples to contradict the definition given. 

This is your chance to write a philosophical masterpiece in the tradition of Socrates. All you have to do is read the example below, follow the simple instructions as you go, and then get writing.  

Step 1 The first thing to do is to choose an object or concept that you wish to analyse or define.  For Socrates these included Beauty, Wisdom, Truth, Love, Knowledge, Justice, Courage and Belief.  Alternatively, you might want to look at things like Happiness, Perfection, Friendship, Loyalty or just a commonplace object, for example a pen. The initial question comes in the form ‘What is …?’

Socrates

Can anyone tell me what a pen is?

Step 2  In response, one of the characters offers an initial definition, perhaps the first thing that comes to their mind, or a common-sense notion that they haven’t really thought through:

Stavros

A pen is something you write with.

Step 3   Socrates then destroys the definition with a counter-example, an object that blatantly is a member of the class being defined (in this case a pen) but which does not fulfil the definition:
Socrates
A fine definition.  But tell me, Stavros, do you see this thing here.  What’s this?  (Socrates holds up a pen).

Stavros
What trick is this?  It’s a pen of course.

Socrates
Could you please autograph my toga.
Stavros
Of course. (He tries to write with it.)  I can’t use this – it’s empty.
Socrates
What’s empty?
Stavros

The pen.

Socrates
But that can’t be a pen.

Stavros
What do you mean?

Socrates
Well, a moment ago you said that a pen was something you write with.  But as you can’t write with the thing you’re holding, it can’t be a pen.  Therefore either your definition is wrong, or it literally isn’t a pen.  Personally I think your definition is wrong.  Do you agree?
Step 4  The other characters, when they have been beaten at any stage of the argument tend to end up agreeing with Socrates in a very grovelling manner. 

Stavros
Yes, Socrates you are right.

Step 5   Another character then proposes a better definition and the whole process is repeated again.

Kostantinos
I know the answer Socrates.  Any object that did, does or will emit ink is a pen.  

Step 6  Socrates challenges the new definition by asking a series of leading and distracting or seemingly irrelevant questions, to which his listener invariably agrees. Socrates’ flattery puts the listener at ease, making him more willing to give Socrates the replies he wants.  Finally Socrates springs the trap and shows that the speaker has contradicted what he originally said. 
Socrates

So everything that emits ink is a pen.

Kostantinos 
Yes, that’s right.
Socrates
And do you know of the animal that lives at the depths of the sea that has eight legs?

Kostantinos 
You mean an octopus.

Socrates
I do not know how I am going to win an argument against someone so clever, Kostantinos, but let me try!  I don’t suppose you know how an octopus defends herself, for surely only a marine biologist would know that.

Kostantinos 
I do know that Socrates.  It is by squirting ink into the face of the attacker.

Socrates
Once again I am impressed.  Now would you say this ink was emitted?

Kostantinos 
Of course, for how else would you describe the escape of the liquid from her body?
Socrates
Now I’m sure you know the answer to my next question, unless you have had an accident and hurt your head.
Kostantinos 
I have not had an accident.  So, what is your next question, for I am ready?
Socrates
Is an octopus a pen?

Kostantinos 
Obviously not.

Socrates
But it must be for it emits ink which is the definition of a pen. Unless of course your definition is wrong.

Kostantinos 
I think perhaps it is.  But tell me, oh wise Socrates, what do you think a pen is?

Socrates
I have no idea. (Socrates usually ended these dialogues claiming to be as ignorant as his companion!)
Step 7  Remember to include in your dialogue a healthy dose of sarcasm and humour. 

Kostantinos 
Perhaps we could say that a pen is anything which emits ink that is not an octopus.

Socrates
I don’t think we’ll find that in the dictionary.  Isn’t there a better definition?
Task: 
With a partner, choose an object or concept you wish to define and using a series of examples and counter examples see whether you can produce a dialogue similar to the one here about the pen.
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