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Abstract: A recent stream of epistemology gives special
relevance to ignorance within the framework of an
epistemological theory. Indeed, some want to give a
significant role to ignorance in epistemological theorizing. In
this paper, we argue that a particular sort of ignorance, which
involves recognition of the fact that one is ignorant, is central
to the acquisition of knowledge given the epistemic structure
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of society. It is clear, we hold, that Socrates realized the
relevance of what we call ‘Socratic ignorance’ in the
acquisition of knowledge and was aware of the division of
epistemic and cognitive labor that we find in our society. We
shall explain the way we understand this Socratic ignorance,
as opposed to what we will call ‘stubborn ignorance’ and the
role this ignorance of Socratic overtones and related
character traits can play in the acquisition of knowledge from
others and with others.

Introduction

This paper deals with some theses and arguments ascribed
to the philosopher Socrates, the character of some dialogues
of Plato (especially the character that appears in the early
dialogues). We make no attempt to suggest who the
philosopher Socrates really is, nor do we endeavor to prove
that, despite the many paradoxes we can find among the
different dialogues, Socrates is a coherent thinker. One of
our starting points is that Socrates displays a certain
coherence; as some distinguished Plato scholars have
indicated, one of the reasons why Socrates has become the
model of the philosopher he became is rooted in the fact that
he has been portrayed as someone for whom the coherence
of thought, speech, and action were a highest priority (cf.
Penner and Rowe, 2005, p.120, pp. 202-3; Brickhouse and
Smith, 2010, p. 34). That said, Socrates uses the notions of
knowledge and zgnorance in ways that don’t always cohere;!

! Some prevailing views regarding what ‘Socratic ignorance’ means
are meant to account for Socrates’ ignorance in relation to his
irony, ie., Socrates’ ‘dissimulation of ignorance™ unlike the
certainty of knowledge exhibited by his interlocutors, on one side,
Socrates placed himself as an ‘enthusiastic admirer’ about their
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notwithstanding, we attempt to trace some theses and
arguments that, although they don’t seem to coincide with
other dialogues in all their details, a common thread can be
found to describe a relatively coherent thought.

A recent stream of epistemology inspires the subject of
this paper: an approach giving special relevance to ignorance
within the framework of an epistemological theory.
Epistemology as a philosophical discipline is usually
understood as the theory of knowledge, which aims to
explain the nature, scope and value, among other things, of
knowledge, but leaves other epistemic goods relatively
unexplored unless directly related to knowledge (e.g., some
sort of epistemic justification thought to be required for it).
Both in the lexicographical definitions that we find in
ordinary dictionaries and those that are provided within the
technical philosophical sphere, ignorance is the opposite of
knowledge; thus, ignorance sometimes is understood as lack
of knowledge (indeed this is the alleged standard view on
what ignorance is; Le Morvan and Peels, 2016). It is in this

wisdom, while on the other he’s worried about his total ignorance.
As he doesn’t know, he questions and wants to know
(Giannantoni, 2005, p. 124; also p. 56, n.43). By contrast, others
have argued that Socrates is portrayed by Plato as really believing
he’s ignorant; such views also point out that the real question is
what that is supposed to amount to (Bett, 2011, p. 218). Other
scholars, in adopting a unitarian rather than a developmentalist
view, try to find a solution to the ‘problem of Socratic ignorance’
by arguing that there is some textual evidence where Socrates
makes ‘an explicit knowledge claim’, and thereby attempt to
resolve the problem of Socratic ignorance by maintaining that
Socrates’ disavowals of knowledge are ironic and must be rejected
(McPartland 2013, pp. 95-96). Our view on the problem of Socratic
ignorance is much simpler: we emphasize that Socrates recognizes
that he is ignorant; we also regard such recognition as a sort of
epistemic virtue.
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sense that it can be argued that knowledge and ignorance are
complementary terms: subject S is ignorant of the fact that p
if and only if § doesn’t know that p (Goldman and Olsson,
2009, pp.19-20). Now, saying that ignorance is lack of
knowledge seems to be an appropriate characterization of a
kind of ignorance, but it is silent about higher-order kinds
and it certainly doesn’t say much about its role, if any, in the
epistemological domain. Now, it’s difficult, and isn’t our aim,
to provide an exhaustive taxonomy of ignorance, given that
the phenomenon of ignorance is as complex and many-
faceted as that of knowledge. So, for example, just like there
is ability knowledge, there is its corresponding ignorance (for
this and other kinds of ignorance, see e.g., Nottelmann,
2016). Moreover, these phenomena are produced and
sustained in various ways (see e.g., Alcoff, 2007). Further,
often in the literature, the notion of ignorance is mainly
applied to particular propositions. Here, however, given that
we are concerned with meta-level ignorance (ignorance
about one’s ignorance) and the fact that often one can be
aware that one doesn’t know various truths but one cannot
be in a position to identify any specific truths one doesn’t
know, we are also concerned with domains of knowledge (set
of propositions). Moreover, if one is ignorant about some
domain then one, at least, lacks much knowledge that the
expert on that domain possesses. Just as being an expert on
some domain has a comparative element (fn.3), so does
being ignorant about some domain. And just as one needn’t
have absolutely all the knowledge on some domain to be an
expert, one needn’t lack all of it to be ignorant about that
domain. Therefore, we can say, mirroring the distinction
between propositional and objectual understanding, that our
focus is also on ‘objectual ignorance’ (i.e., ignorance of
subject matters). In fact, here, we often focus on the fact that
there are some subject matters on which we are ignorant, but
we can have awareness of that ignorance, and we consider
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the role that Socratic ignorance (understood, roughly, as
first-order or object-level ignorance without second-order or
meta-level ignorance; cf. Nottelmann 2016, p.54) plays in
knowledge practices, particularly in its acquisition fiom and
with others.2 We contrast this Socratic ignorance to a
particular form of ignorance, which is the product of certain
epistemic attitudes and habits such as epistemic arrogance
(Medina 2013, p.39), which we label ‘stubborn ignorance’.
Although the issue of ignorance has been much neglected
in epistemology (Peels and Blaauw, 2016, pp. 1-3), recent
approaches in epistemological debates want to give
ignorance an important role in epistemological theorizing
(see e.g., Medina, 2013; Le Morvan and Peels, 2016; Sullivan
and Tuana, 2007; Townley, 2011). In this paper, we argue
that the particular kind of ignorance of Socratic overtones
we are considering is central to the acquisition of knowledge
given the epistemic structure of society, which concerns the
social and institutional epistemic arrangements of society,
including, importantly for our purposes, the division of
epistemic and cognitive labor to be found in different

2 Interestingly, Pritchard (2016, p.132) points out that, although
ignorance is a negative epistemic position, it doesn’t follow from this
that it is a disvaluable epistemic position. Traditionally, ignorance
has been taken to be a negative epistemic standing, but within this
approach it’s regarded as a valuable epistemic standing. Now, if
ignorance isn’t merely taken as ‘lack of knowledge’ and if one
would like to claim that ignorance can have epistemic value
(Pritchard 2016, p.134), there is a way in which this approach is
close to the sort of ignorance of Socratic overtones we would like
to exploit in this paper. Unlike what Socrates argues, Pritchard
states that in some cases knowledge can be disvaluable. But like
Socrates, Pritchard thinks that ignorance can be epistemically
valuable and related to certain character traits (2016, p.135; pp.141-
2).
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epistemic practices. These divisions of labor, which seem to
be very important and natural facets of the structure of
society, are two central social arrangements, which are
instantiated across society including in its many epistemic
institutions (such as science—where both divisions of labor
can be very easily appreciated) and which seem to occur in
every society (indeed, some appreciation of this organization
is shown quite early in childhood; see e.g., Lutz and Keil
2002; Keil e al. 2008).

Of course, we don’t intend to suggest that Socrates had
already noted a// the difficulties associated with the
(sometimes positive) role of ignorance in an epistemological
project and, in particular, in the aforementioned divisions of
labort, or that his project was an ‘epistemological project’ in
the contemporary sense of the expression. Nevertheless,
cleatly Socrates realized the relevance of a certain kind of
ignorance in the acquisition of knowledge and was aware of
the division of epistemic and cognitive labor that we can find
in our society. In what follows, we will explain the way we
understand the so-called ‘Socratic ignorance’, as opposed to
what we will call ‘stubborn ignorance’, and the role that
ignorance can be taken to play in Socrates’ philosophy and
specially in the acquisition of knowledge from others and
with others. Quickly put, Socratic ignorance is the explicit
acknowledgment of a lack of knowledge in a specific
cognitive field, while stubborn ignorance is the kind of
ignorance belonging to a ‘foolish person’ (Theaetetus 176e-
177a, especially 195a): someone who is unable to recognize
that she is ignorant or, more specifically, who suffers, as we’ll
say, knowledge illusions. We’ll discuss the Socratic tenet,
according to which the worst kind of ignorance is believing
that one knows what one really doesn’t know, a view that
appears for the first time in the ‘Socratic dialogues’ (Apology
21d) and remains intact until the later dialogues (Theaetetns
210c; Sophist 229¢). As we’ll see, while stubborn ignorance

Manuserito — Rev. Int. Fil. Campinas, v. 46, n. 1, pp. 117-146, Jan.-Mar. 2023.



Socratic Ignorance, Intelectual Humility and Intellectnal Autonomy 123

hinders the aforementioned divisions of labor, which are a
crucial part of the epistemic structure of society, Socratic
ignorance, which is related to both intellectual humility and
autonomy, enables them.

As it will be clear in what follows, our main point is a
combination of historical and systematic aspects. We are aware
that this kind of approach may disturb both Plato scholars
and ‘constructive’ philosophers. We hold that Plato can be
brought into discussion with contemporary philosophy,
inasmuch as he still has something to say in a strong
systematic way. Thus, our approach to him will be both
‘historical” and systematic. Given that, the paper proceeds as
follows. First, we consider the division of epistemic and
cognitive labor and introduce the knowledge illusion which
the ignorant is likely to suffer and which results in stubborn
ignorance. Next, we consider the role of Socratic ignorance
in the acquisition of knowledge from and with others and
introduce the kind of intellectual humility and autonomy that
Socratic ignorance is related to. Both character traits are of
course exemplified in Socrates and we show how they are
required to exploit the aforementioned epistemic structure
and to fight stubborn ignorance. Finally, we offer some brief
concluding remarks.

Testimony and knowledge illusions

Socrates says that he is aware that he is not wise a# al/ (Apology
of Socrates 21b4-5); thus, if he doesn’t know anything at all, he
must turn to the putative experts (or some other epistemic
authority3). This is precisely what Socrates does in the

3 Minimally, a genuine expert (and not merely a putative one) has
at her disposal an extensive and integrated body of specialist
knowledge, relating both to facts and relevant methodologies. An
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Apology: given that he considers himself to be ignorant, he
secks people who are supposed to have the relevant
expertise. If one is ignorant in a given field of expertise and
notices that one disagrees with an expert in that field, one
typically should adopt the expert’s viewpoint. But what
evidence can a layperson have, that someone who declares
to be an expert actually knows what she claims to know?
Socrates warned us about this issue. In the Charmides, for
instance, Socrates argues that one may not be able ‘to
distinguish the one who pretends to be a doctor, although
she is not, from the one who actually is, or any other among
those who have knowledge of those who do not have it’
(170d-e; our transl). The difficulty that we all have as
laypeople is how to evaluate the putative experts (see
Goldman, 2001; Coady, 2012).

Reliance on the expertise of others, however, is a
pervasive feature of modern life and the above issue is of

epistemic authority has some knowledge that the receiver of
testimony seecks but needn’t be an expert (Croce 2017, pp.2-4; cf.
Zagzebski 2012, p.109). An expert, although an epistemic
authority, is normally taken to possess a significantly greater store
of knowledge about the relevant subject matter than most people
(in one’s community). Moreover, some non-comparative threshold
of knowledge must be possessed, as well as possessing the capacity
to form true beliefs to new questions which may be posed within
the subject matter (Goldman 2001; cf. Coady 2012). Given that in
this paper we focus on the acquisition of knowledge from and with
others, in cases of testimony (as a case of acquisition of knowledge
from others), we center on the awudience as opposed to the zestifier.
More specifically, we consider how the Socratic ignorance, as
opposed to stubborn ignorance, of the audience can help in the
testimonial exchange, by noticing two-character traits of such an
audience. The related character traits of the testifier aren’t here
considered (cf. Croce, 2017, pp. 19-21—who focuses instead only
on those character traits).
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course a more manageable one than having to learn a new
domain of knowledge. Moreover, given that no one can
know everything (or that much, for that matter) and the fact
that we live in a society with hyper-specialized knowledge
that distributes the epistemic work among different people,
it is more desirable to learn the skills to discriminate between
good and bad sources (including experts and other
authorities) of testimony (as well as contents). 1f you want to
know some health-related issue, then it is a doctot’s
testimony (i.e., the testimony of the expert physician) that
you might want to seek, so to be able to know about it. One
needs not know everything, nor can one. Each of us has a
role to play in the division of epistemic labor and each can,
in principle, rely on others for the specialized knowledge not
possessed.

However, at least since Descartes, the focus in
epistemology (in part of the Western tradition) has been very
much on the individual. Descartes takes an extreme version
of epistemic autonomy as a fundamental epistemic value
(e.g., AT VI 9, 17). For Descartes, only one’s own epistemic
achievement can render some belief knowledge, and only for
oneself: knowledge is a personal feat. More generally, a given
belief can only have a positive epistemic status for its
possessor if such status is achieved through the possessor’s
capacities (e.g., perception, memory and reason). The
Cartesian ideal of autonomy (metaphorically put, that the
individual epistemic agent ought to stand on her own
epistemic feet) that lies behind this picture is what seems to
motivate the individualism adopted by the tradition.
Descartes sets out the view that knowledge can be achieved
only if one isn’t influenced by traditions or the community.
Knowledge requires autonomy as absence of external
interference. And traditional analytical epistemology remains
since then firmly individualistic in this Cartesian way.
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However, one overlap between (much) contemporary
social and feminist epistemology is their emphasis on the
importance of the social/communal aspects of knowledge-
yielding practices, contra Descartes. For them, a solipsistic
knower is implausible: there is no viable ‘Robinson Crusoe’
conception of knowledge. The main focus of dissatisfaction
with traditional epistemology derives from its neglect of our
epistemic interdependence. But taking this dependence
seriously isn’t just a matter of expanding our testimonial
dependence, it also means recognizing the more complex
practices of interdependence found in our division of
epistemic and cognitive labor that aren’t reducible to
transmitting knowledge. It’s a mistake to take information
sharing as exhausting the forms of epistemic dependence to
which our beliefs are subjected (Goldberg 2011, Pritchard
2015, Townley 2011). In fact, in epistemic communities,
members not only share information, but also act as
exemplars, co-operators and trainers, among other things.
Some are exemplars and mentors for me as a knower; some
enable me to fine-tune and improve my epistemic standards
and practices; some assist each other generating and
calibrating their arguments and reasons for beliefs (as seen
below).

So, our epistemic reliance on others needn’t be limited to
instances in which one exploits an inter-personal knowledge-
yielding procedure, such as testimony. It can be, and it is
(Mercier and Sperber, 2017; Simon, 2015; Wagenknecht,
2017) much more pervasive. Indeed, the epistemic structure
of society with its range of social and institutional
arrangements, including its division of epistemic and
cognitive labor, doesn’t require us to teach all the facts to
everyone and to teach people to think only on their own.
This is so if we understand the division of epistemic labor as
the distribution, across people, of cognitive work to
separately and unidirectionally perform distinct epistemic
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tasks required for some positive epistemic status. For
example, in testimony, the speaker and the hearer perform
different but complementary tasks (competent inquiry and
legitimate acceptance, respectively) in order for the hearet’s
testimonially-based belief to be justified or knowledge.
Having said that, it would be a mistake to think that the
division of epistemic labor merely concerns the transmission
of some epistemic good (more on this immediately below).
This division can take place, for example, with regard to the
epistemic norms or procedures that one exploits (De Brasi
2015). Nevertheless, here we focus on the (less controversial)
knowledge-transmission aspect of the division of epistemic
labor. Moreover, we understand the division of cognitive
labor as the distribution, across people, of cognitive work to
jointly and bidirectionally perform a given epistemic task
required for some positive epistemic status. For example, in
deliberation of the interpersonal form, the interlocutors
exchange and evaluate reasons and arguments in order to
acquire some epistemic good, e.g., knowledge about some
issue (the phenomenon is propetly introduced below). In
this natural and ubiquitous sort of deliberation, the
interlocutors are jointly tackling the same epistemic tasks.
Here we focus on this sort of divided but joint production
of epistemic goods via deliberation, which is found in much
collaborative work (from hunting decisions to scientific
research; see e.g., Mercier and Sperber, 2017; Wagenknecht,
2017).

Given our social and cooperative nature, one would
expect some such social arrangements to be in place to help
us overcome our epistemic and cognitive limitations. So, as
seen, in the case of experts (and other epistemic authorities,
including those who enjoy some ‘positional advantage—
Williams 2002, p. 42), they are there to be exploited and
people should learn how to do so in order to guarantee a
healthy epistemic community. To ignore expert advice is
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simply not a realistic option, at least due to the fact that no
one can know everything (or much) and the hyper-
specialization found in modern societies. This implies that
each one of us is ignorant (or has very little knowledge in
relation to experts) about many different domains. But this
(partial) ignorance isn’t malign, given the division of
epistemic labor, where each one of us can, in principle, rely
on others for the specialized knowledge one doesn’t possess.
Therefore, one should learn how to do so in order to avoid
certain shortcomings (and so promote a healthy epistemic
community). To this end, it’s important to be able to
recognize that others can know more than oneself about
certain things: the domains that they specialize in and one
doesn’t. More precisely, one ought to be able to recognize
one’s ignorance and be capable of depending epistemically
on others in certain circumstances.

However, the ignorant (understood as the one lacking
significant knowledge on some domain, as opposed to the
expert) normally lacks the capacity required to recognize
their ignorance, as we will see below. This can generate in
the ignorant an illusion regarding the amount of knowledge
they possess, which is sometimes referred to as a knowledge
#llusion. This phenomenon is widely observed and due partly
to the division of epistemic labor, given that people tend to
confuse what experts and others know with what they know
(Sloman and Fernbach, 2017, pp. 127-9; Fisher ¢z al., 2015).
Those who suffer from knowledge illusions are
overconfident about how much they know (2017, p.263).
Complicating matters, this overconfidence increases as our
ignorance does. We all suffer from an overconfidence bias
(e.g., Hoffrage, 2017), by which we have the impression to
be better informed than we actually are and become more
confident about our views than we should. But leaving aside
this general tendency, there is the particular Dunning-Kruger
effect that the more ignorant (and, in general, incompetent)
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one is, the more confident one tends to be that one isn’t
actually ignorant (Kruger and Dunning, 1999; Dunning,
2022). Ignorant people (understood as the ones that lack
significant knowledge on some domain compared to the
expert) crucially often lack knowledge about what they don’t
know. Given their lack of second-order knowledge, they are
particulatly blessed by overconfidence in their domains of
ignorance.* Not only do they reach erroneous conclusions
but also, and more importantly, their ignorance robs them of
the ability to realize how ignorant they are and this in turn
allows them to grow in confidence.

Given the above, the worst enemy of knowledge
isn’t ignorance but the illusion of knowing (ie., falsely
believing to possess knowledge). As seen, for human beings
living in hyper-specialized knowledge communities, (first-
order) ignorance is inevitable, but this ignorance isn’t malign
given the epistemic structure of society with its division of
epistemic labor. The means exist to outsource knowledge.
Therefore, given one isn’t ignorant about one’s ignorance
with respect to some domain (i.e., one doesn’t suffer from a
knowledge illusion on a given domain) and about the outside
suppliers of knowledge (as well as having the skills to
discriminate between sources), ignorance (about some
domain) isn’t the worst state to be in; being in a knowledge
illusion is, given that such an illusion would deter one from
exploiting the epistemic structure in place to overcome the
relevant ignorance.

4 Notice we all lack significant knowledge on some domain
compared to the expert, so this claim is likely to apply to many of
us, except for those people, for example, who are skeptical of their
own cognitive capacities. Yet notice further that, given the division
of physical labor (there are doctors, lawyers, engineers, etc.), many
have specialist expertise.
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We shall see next that Socratic ignorance, understood as
explicit acknowledgement of one’s ignorance on a given
domain (i.e., first-order ignorance without second-order
ignorance), allows one’s ignorance about some domain not
to be malign, since it enables us to exploit the epistemic
structure of society and, in particular, its division of labor.
However, stubborn ignorance, understood as the result of
some knowledge illusion within some domain (i.e., first-
order ignorance with second-order ignorance due to one
falsely believing to know what one doesn’t know), renders
one’s ignorance malign.®

Dialogical discussion and intellectual humility

When one notices that another is ‘wiser’ or more competent
than oneself in a specific area of expertise (and, of course,
competent enough on that area) and is aware that one is in
disagreement with such a person, one should typically accept
her testimony: if your doctor tells you that your lifestyle is
harmful to you (you drink and smoke excessively, you don’t
exercise enough nor take care of your diet) and you
acknowledge that your doctor is an expert in that domain,
you must accept her testimony (regardless of whether you
change your lifestyle; for a similar approach in Plato, but in
a different context, cf. Theaetetns 178c-d). Accepting the
doctor’s testimony means recognizing that the content of
what she said is very likely true (and, more importantly, more
likely to be true than what one, as a layperson, believes). But

5 As one reviewer rightly points out, this is just on variety of
second-order ignorance. For example, one could suspend
judgement instead of believing (falsely), but we are here interested
in the kind of second-order ignorance entailed by the false belief
that one knows.
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the Socrates of some Platonic dialogues shows with some
frequency the fact that people can be particulatly resistant to
changing their minds, even when someone shows them that
they are or are very likely to be in error. There is a very clear
Platonic passage in this respect which describes this fact very
well. The character Philebus says: ‘I think (Epol ... Soxel)
and I will continue to think (do%er) that pleasure completely
wins’ (Philebus 12a7; our transl)). This kind of recalcitrant
attitude justifies that Plato chooses to leave the character
Philebus out of the debate. This character describes a type
of person who prefers to dogmatically preserve his beliefs
without taking the chance to present them to the scrutiny of
dialogical discussion (this shows that he renounces
confronting his view ‘making use of logical argumentation’,
which always presupposes receiving criticism and being
potentially refutable; Gadamer, 1999, p.187, see also
Davidson 2005, pp.252-4). The attitude of persisting in the
belief one has and the disinterest in submitting it to
examination reveals a very non-philosophical attitude on
Philebus’ part; it is an epistemically arrogant attitude that
shows one’s lack of sensibility towards one’s fallibility and
cognitive shortcomings.

Nonetheless, people in general, like the character
Philebus,® believe much of what they do believe for the same
proximate cause: namely, it seems true to them (say, after
having considered some evidence). In other words,
something seeming true is often the proximate cause for

¢ Socrates was very much aware that humans are often unwilling to
get rid of their own beliefs. As he often says or suggests, people
believe what they believe because they think it is true. In fact,
nobody believes that what he or she believes is false (for evidence
see Charmides 166d-167a. But see also Theaetetus 171a6-7; b1-5;
200a3; Sophist 228c-d). For a similar approach in Davidson, see his
2001, p. 4.
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forming beliefs, whatever the distal cause is. But our beliefs
have different distal causes, and not all epistemically proper
ones. Assuming the primary epistemic aim of belief is truth
and that (good) evidence for some belief makes the belief
more likely to be true, non-evidential causes of belief such as
biases (e.g., in-group bias) and emotional factors (e.g.,
wishful thinking) don’t count as epistemically proper distal
causes. These non-evidential factors don’t increase the
likelihood that the belief is true, though most beliefs seem
true to one, regardless of their distal cause. So, their seeming
correct to one cannot put to rest the challenges raised against
them, like Philebus, due to his epistemic arrogance, might
seem to believe.

By contrast, for Plato, the healthy intellectual attitude and
commitment to dialogical discussion presuppose being able
to review one’s beliefs and, if necessary, modify them. One
can then understand Socrates as promoting a sort of
intellectual humility. This holds true if intellectual humility is
understood as the virtuous mean between epistemic
arrogance and  self-deprecation: neither does the
intellectually humble person overestimate her knowledge
and epistemic capacities, nor does she underestimate them.
In particular, intellectual humility reduces epistemic
arrogance (without underappreciation of one’s knowledge
and epistemic capacities) by promoting a doubting attitude
owing to the recognition of our fallibility (due to biases,
prejudices, etc.) and our knowledge limitation (due to finite
cognitive power, time, etc.). This dimension of intellectual
humility makes clear how it can help us recognize one’s
ignorance (both about some particular proposition and,
more generally, about some domain). Moreover, intellectual
humility also seems to involve a disposition to change and
make up one’s mind even on the basis of others’ opinions.
After all, it seems that if the recognition doesn’t impact on
one’s opinions, then it is difficult to think of it as such. This
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dimension of intellectual humility makes clear how it can
help us depend epistemically on others in certain
circumstances. Given the above, intellectual humility can, at
least, be understood as some sort of confidence management
(of one’s beliefs and epistemic capacities) that allows us to
make epistemically proper use of others (cf. Baehr, 2015;
Church and Samuelson, 2017; Kidd, 2016; Roberts and
Wood, 2007).

Furthermore, according to Plato, ‘search is shared’ (Gill
2004, p. 2806, n.7; p. 289, n.13; 2007, pp. 64-5) and refutation
shouldn’t be understood as an insult, but as a kind of a
corrective of one’s error. It is what guarantees that one is
capable of reviewing one’s own opinion and, if necessary,
correct it (cf. Gorgias 458a2-bl—discussed below; see also
Euthydenus 295a and Sophist 230b-e). So Socrates also seems
to be suggesting we learn to exploit some division of
cognitive labor. It is together, by presenting different reasons
for and against a thesis, that we argue towards the truth. This
sort of division of cognitive labor is seen in all sorts of
deliberations, not merely philosophical, and increases the
chances of reaching the truth. In fact, the confirmation (or
‘myside’) bias, as Hugo Mercier (2017) and Mercier-Sperber
(2017, pp. 218-219; 317-318) show, applies to collecting and
seeking reasons, not evaluating it. This is a bias to confirm
whatever view one happens to be entertaining. But arguing
involves both producing arguments and evaluating them and
when it comes to evaluating arguments, people can accept
others” good arguments. Even when people are extremely
confident about some view, they can change it if the
arguments suggest it (Mercier and Sperber, 2017, pp. 295,
307, 318 et passim; see also Fishkin, 2011 and Hess and
McAvoy, 2015). So, given argumentation—and more
generally deliberation—evolved to work in an interactive
setting (Mercier and Sperber 2017, p. 228), the confirmation
bias becomes part of an elegant and useful way of dividing
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cognitive labor. This bias makes each subject come up with
a (relevantly strong) case in favor of their views, like two
opposing lawyers in a trial, to then evaluate (as non-battling
sides) the arguments together, where each party controls the
quality of the reasons provided by the other and tailors their
arguments to the specific objections raised. This interactive
process of argument production and evaluation involves a
division of cognitive labor that in fact renders the
confirmation bias a useful feature of the mind, as opposed
to a mere bug (that is, a systematic tendency that prevents us
from believing what we epistemically ought to believe).

We have emphasized above the relevance of a division of
cognitive labor; in particular, the Socratic view that inquiry
or research is ‘a shared task’ shows, as argued, that both
producing and evaluating arguments together can help us
improve our epistemic performance, not least because the
dialogical discussion helps to put our own beliefs under
review. An interesting aspect of this emerges once again
from Socrates. Apparently, he isn’t willing to accept the
testimony of the oracle of Delphi regarding his own wisdom.
When in the Apology the oracle tells Chaerephon that no one
is ‘wiser’ than Socrates (21a6: copwtepov) and that he is ‘the
wisest’” (21b5: cogpwtatov), Socrates seems to have doubts.
But the gods aren’t liars and aren’t wrong; Socrates doesn’t
seem to be skeptical about what was said, but rather is trying
to understand the meaning of what was said, given that he
has a firm conviction regarding his ignorance (Apology 21b7,
see also Brickhouse and Smith 2000, p.77). Socrates thinks
that what the god says is true although he doesn’t understand
it yet. So he examines what the oracle says in order to try to
understand it.

After questioning the putative experts (politicians, poets,
artisans) to ‘examine’ the god’s dictum, Socrates warns that he
understands why he is ‘the wisest’, as the god says. He has
been able to reconcile what the god says (‘Socrates is the
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wisest’) with what he believes about himself (that he is
ignorant) through an interpretation of the Delphic dictuns: he
is the wisest partly because he doesn’t think he knows what
he doesn’t know (Apology 21b2-d5-7).7 In other words, he
doesn’t suffer from knowledge illusions and, more
importantly, he reached that conclusion through the shared
research or inquiry with the Pythia (the spokesperson of the
Oracle).

When Socrates begins to put into practice his method to
examine if someone who claims to be an expert in a given
field of expertise actually is, he begins with the politician
(Apology 21c¢3). He starts by emphasizing the fact that he
addressed ‘one of those who seened to be wise’ (probably, in
the sense of ‘one of those who had a reputation as a wise
person’; cf. Apology 21b8: &ni wvo 1@V donodviwy cop®dv).
After putting into practice the method of examination
consisting of questions related to the supposed knowledge
the putative expert is meant to possess, Socrates concludes
that he is wiser than the politician because, although neither
of them knows anything worthwhile, the politician believes
that he knows something, although he doesn’t. As Socrates
recalls, when conversing with the politician (21¢5) it seemed
to him that not only many other people believed that the
politician was wise, but especially the politician himself- Surely this
emphasis isn’t trivial (the alleged expert thought he was an
expert). In fact, the politician, a putative expert, displays the
psychological state of the individual who has no doubts
about his own knowledge after being examined and not

7 As a reviewer has pointed out, merely not falsely believing that
one has knowledge doesn’t really make one wise; otherwise, a
skeptic would turn out to be wise. We agree with this but Socrates
is not, unlike the skeptic, closed (in principle) to acquiring
knowledge, plus, as we shall see, Socrates’ ignorance is related to
intellectual humility and autonomy.
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being able to answer Socrates’ questions successfully, thus
revealing a certain epistemic arrogance. Socrates, on the
other hand, doesn’t know, nor does he think he knows
(Apology 21d4-7), leading him to conclude that he is wiser
than the politician ‘because of this small detail’ (21d6:
ope® tw): he doesn’t think he knows what he doesn’t
know (cf. Plato, Apology 41b; Alibiades 1 117d; Theaetetus
201c; Sophist 229¢). In section 21b-d of the Apology, the
‘consciousness’ Socrates claims to possess from the
beginning of the passage, an awareness according to which
he isn’t wise at all, is contrasted later with the stubborn
ignorance he mentions again in Apology 29b1-2 (‘the most
blameworthy ignorance —Gpobioa 1 €noveldiotoc— is to
believe that one knows what one doesn’t know’) and to
which, as we’ll see, it returns with peculiar emphasis in the
Sophist. This dialogue surely is very late in the philosophical
production of Plato, but it maintains intact a powerful idea
of an early dialogue such as the Apology.

Dialogical discussion and intellectual autonomy

Socrates, as it was already mentioned, says that he is aware
that (Apology 21b4: odvorda) he is not wise at all (he doesn’t
have first-order knowledge) and that he doesn’t think he is
(i.e., he doesn’t think he has first-order knowledge; 21d5-6).8
He thought that was basic to the philosophical task: one of
the starting points from which one begins to philosophize.

8 This makes Socrates wise in the sense that, although he lacks first-
order knowledge, he doesn’t have second-order ignorance
(ignorance about his first-order ignorance), and so he has Socratic
ignorance. Once this second sense is noted, it isn’t paradoxical to
say that Socrates’ awareness that he isn’t wise (i.e., he doesn't have
first-order knowledge) makes him wise (in this second sense).
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In the Sophist he repeats it again and with a slightly more
dramatic emphasis, when he says that knowing in the strict
sense is believing (Nyodpevov) that one knows just the things
one does know and no more (230c8-d5).

A little earlier in the dialogue the topic of ignorance as a
certain deficiency in the soul had been discussed; the Visitor
concludes that it is ‘a huge (uéyo) and difficult (yokeno6v) kind
of ignorance’ (Gyvotx) to believe that one knows if, in fact,
one doesn’t know (Sophist 229¢1-5).% It seems that stubborn
ignorance can be linked to epistemic arrogance that prevents
a person from being able to properly understand a better
argument or reason. The one who is in that psychological
state is incapable of doubting himself; arguments aren’t likely
to be persuasive against the stubborn ignorance of someone
(this ignorance being understood as the result of some
knowledge illusion regarding some domain). It is quite clear
that the stubbornness (which is tantamount to stupidity, a
sort of stupidity that could be associated with ignorance)
implied by Plato in many passages of his dialogues (see
notably Theaetetus 176e-177a) cannot be understood in terms
of lack of certain cognitive contents, but it should be
considered as a state consisting of being incapable of
admitting one’s mistake and in believing oneself to know
what one doesn’t really know (for this interesting point see
Republic 585b3-4, where ignorance and stupidity are
understood as ‘emptiness’ of a psychic condition). In other

9 At Meno 84a, Plato shows the two moments of the philosophical
conversation and the psychological state of the one who is
interrogated: before the conversation the slave didn’t know what
an eight-foot surface was (‘he doesn’t know ye/; 84a5-6), but ‘he
believed he knew and he answered with confidence as if he knew’
(g e1ddg; 84a6-7). After the philosophical debate, the slave is at
odds (aporia), and although he doesn’t know, he doesn’t believe he
knows.
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words, failing to possess intellectual humility (which helps us
avoid knowledge illusions).!0

In a memorable passage of Plato’s Gorgias (458a2-b1)
Socrates states that he is pleased to be refuted if he says
something untrue, but not more displeased to be refuted
than to refute, because he believes that the greater good
(nellov Gyabov) is to be refuted, for there is no evil so great
for someone as false opinion (86&x Pevdng) about the subject
discussed. That Socrates is glad to be refuted displays the
proper humility that is necessary in order to advance the
search for truth. That he is pleased to refute someone else
shows autonomy on Socrates’ part, but such intellectual
autonomy shouldn’t be understood in the sense that his own
view is unquestionable (below we explain how this autonomy
should be understood). Any belief is potentially refutable,
but if one has some strong reasons to believe what one does,
one can allow oneself to correct another person’s belief.

Now, to take advantage of the benefits of exploiting the
divisions of epistemic and cognitive labors (as Socrates was
aware), a particular intellectual character is required. Such
character not only requires the subject to be intellectually
humble, as seen above, but also intellectually autonomous.
Autonomy is not a matter of sheer independence, but of
what one does with one’s dependence. In the case of
epistemic autonomy, it reduces sheer epistemic dependence
on others, by promoting a willingness and ability to think
critically for oneself in judging views (as Socrates does),
without capitulating to hyper-individualism (cf. Bachr 2015;
Roberts and Wood 2007; Siegel, 2017, pp. 891t.). Given that,

10 The claim here is that this stubbornness implies the lack of
intellectual humility (as understood above). But lack of intellectual
humility need not imply stubbornness. After all, one can also be 700
humble.
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in the shared research or inquiry, each party controls the
quality of the reasons and arguments provided by the
opposing party and tailors their reasons and arguments to
the objections raised, this virtue thus also plays a central role
in it.

Note that the aforementioned Cartesian ideal of
autonomy promotes one of the vicious extremes: hyper-
individualism or sheer epistemic independence (the other
one being sheer epistemic dependence). It is worth noting
this since one might otherwise think that intellectual
autonomy is in tension with intellectual humility. However,
intellectual autonomy involves some sort of dependence
management; after all, it enables us to discriminate between
the good and bad contributions of others. So not only is
intellectual autonomy not in tension with intellectual
humility (the former involves the management of our
epistemic dependence and the latter of our epistemic
confidence so to be open to epistemic dependence), but it is
also required to identify trustworthy sources (including
experts) and plausible contents (just like Socrates does),
when having to depend epistemically on others. In fact, this
epistemic monitoring is part of the skills we require in order
to successfully exploit the division of epistemic labor already
in place.

Socrates’ view that the ‘unexamined life is not worth
living for a human being’ (Apology 38a5-6) may suggest that
everyone must scrutinize their beliefs on their own. But this
passage shouldn’t be read as invoking a hyper-individualistic
approach, given that he speaks of examining himself and
others (3824-5) and that such examination involves a
dialogical discussion (see, e.g., Theatetens 165e-167a, where
the roles of the interlocutors are swapped). As suggested,
there is no tension between humility and autonomy and, in
fact, the above Socratic autonomy involves the ability to
distinguish a trustworthy from a non-trustworthy source of
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knowledge. If Socratic ignorance, understood as the
recognition of one’s ignorance in a specific field of expertise,
is to be virtuous—as Socrates thinks it is (as well as the
Oracle, who claims he is the wisest)—it must involve
intellectual autonomy, understood as the willingness and
ability to critically judge the content of one’s beliefs and
those of others as well as the ability to discriminate between
trustworthy and untrustworthy sources, so to take advantage
of the divisions of epistemic and cognitive labor. Socratic
ignorance, as a state that promotes the acquisition of
knowledge from and with others, requires both intellectual
humility and autonomy. Furthermore, given that intellectual
humility and autonomy make us wiser because of the proper
acknowledgement of our limitations, which opens us to
depend epistemically on others and so exploit the divisions
of labor found in the epistemic structure of society, and the
appropriate critical assessment of others’ views, which
hinders credulity (see also Oakes ¢ al., 2019; Ryan, 2012), it
is then easy to appreciate how Socrates, who enjoys this
Socratic ignorance, is the wisest.

Conclusion

Socrates continuously questions beliefs. In the Charmides he
is, like in other early dialogues of Plato, the implacable
interrogator, who asks the most difficult questions and, after
examining the answers given by his interlocutors, presents
the most devastating objections and refutes the answers of
the one who was interrogated. He is also the one who
professes his ignorance (165b) and declares that he asks
because he doesn’t know and that his only purpose in
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questioning is ‘to examine himself’ (cf.166d-¢).!! In addition,
the dialogue (understood as an argumentative debate) is the
shared search or inquiry and supposes the abandonment of
a solipsistic approach. But for the dialogue to be effective as
a shared activity, it must be a conversation without rivalry
(prhoviniar), because if one is involved in a philosophical
conversation (Socratically conceived), one is not competing
or giving battle, so that one or the other prevails. The truly
philosophical speakers ‘are allies for the sake of the truest’
(Plato, Philebus 14b1-7; see also Laches 194a), and they need
to exploit the division of epistemic and cognitive labor that
is already in place and for which they require at least the
above two character traits.

It’s important to make clear that none of the above is
limited, nor is it intended to be limited by Socrates, to
philosophical beliefs or opinions. In all domains of life (given
our need for truth and our limitations), we are meant to be
able to exploit the above divisions of labor. To both

11'The same idea can be found in Laches 186d-e. Besides, if as Plato
says through his spokesman Critias, knowing yourself isn’t a mere
greeting, but it is the same as ‘be sensible,” and if being sensible is
being able to assess the limits of one’s knowledge, being sensible
and knowing oneself is the same as recognizing one’s own
ignorance, an ignorance one always will have to the extent that one
will never be able to know everything. In asking questions,
Socrates, as recently pointed out by Croce (2017, p. 17), doesn’t
tell anyone that such and such is the case. Socrates’ questions guide
intetlocutors to understand things for themselves in the framework
of a ‘maieutic process’. This procedure, Croce maintains, provides
people with reasons to expand their understanding ‘in a very
indirect way’. However, in a sense this practice cannot be ‘indirect’
at all. A Socratic conversation supposes a very close involvement
between the two interlocutors; additionally, Socrates’ ‘maieutic
powers” have no effect without the feedback of the other
interlocutor.
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consume and produce knowledge (or, minimally, be more
likely to arrive at the truth), we depend on others. Therefore,
the proper regulation of our beliefs goes hand-in-hand with
certain attitudes and dispositions that the intellectually
humble and autonomous subject possesses, which make the
epistemically positive Socratic ignorance possible.!2
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