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P4C AS “PRACTICE OF FREEDOM” 
by Antonio Cosentino 

 

 

1. Philosophy as “practice” 

In the last thirty years, a lively and wide ranging debate has been going on among scholars from 

various disciplines about the relationship between philosophy and care. Not only philosophers, 

but also sociologists and psychologists have been dealing with this issue. To some of the latter  it 

looked as if a kind of philosophy, with its claim to be able to care, was actually trespassing on its 

own dominium. When you read a title such as “Plato, not Prozac”
1
 it’s unavoidable  to make a 

comparison, even in polemical terms, between philosophical care and psychotherapy. 

In Italy, ideas and proposals about philosophical counseling have set off a general state of alarm 

interpreted, for instance, by the sociologist Alessandro Dal Lago
2
 or by the philosopher Aldo 

Rovatti
3
. Despite those reactions - more or less justifiable according to what they refer to - the 

“therapeutic” potential of philosophy is being increasingly and consistently investigated and tried 

out.  

To this respect, a reference figure in Europe is the German philosopher Gerd Achenbach who 

started in 1981 the “Philosophische Praxis”
4
. In Achenbach’s view academic philosophy is 

undermined by its being totally remote from life and from the real world. Hence, he tries on the 

one side to reflect upon the identity of philosophy and its role in our present time; on the other 

hand he tries to revive and bring back  the original vocation of philosophy, which is mainly 

practical, and to offer an operative version of it. In this case the meaning of German “Praxis” 

seems to recall the Greek iatreion used by Epictetus when he clearly states: “It’s a surgery, men, a 

philosopher’s school. You mustn’t come out of it overjoyed, but full of pains.”
5
 

In this debate Pierre Hadot’s studies
6
 and Foucault’s latest research

7
 have had a great importance. 

Both authors, notwithstanding the differences in vocabulary and perspective, have contributed to 

legitimate an idea of philosophy as practice claiming back the position of primacy it had enjoyed 

at the beginning and finally lost. According to Foucault, the shift essentially happened in the 

modern age, with Descartes and Kant; in Hadot’s opinion, philosophy had already given it up 

with the Scholasticism.  

The question is now, after the results of those investigations, whether it is possible - but  also  

desirable - to look for a reorientation of philosophy in the new direction of  a discipline for  taking 

care of the self, in the tradition of the spiritual exercises and of the askesis; a tradition that dates 

back to the Hellenistic and Roman philosophy and also to the classical one. A partial answer is to 

be found in Hadot’s statement: “I wanted to recall a rich and varied western tradition. Obviously, 

it hasn’t got anything to do with imitating schemes and stereotypes of the past. Didn’t Socrates 

and Plato themselves use to invite their disciples to figure out their own solutions, according to 

what they needed?”
8
 

We have to face two problems. The first one affects the present state of philosophy, its identity 

crisis after the collapse of metaphysics structures caused by the nietzschean earthquake. The 
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second one regards the possibility of building up a partially new identity of philosophy, to be 

played against the background of his potential of commitment towards the world of life. 

To look at the past in order to give new vitality to the philosophy of the third millennium may 

seem quite naïve; it might result into another proof of its inability to live in the present and to be 

open to it; at the end of the day it could be another test of its retreating in its own history. Looking 

at the tradition in order to reinterpret it in critical terms is only a preliminary stage to approach the 

present. If we want philosophy to get a position of greater credibility and legitimacy in our 

society, presenting itself as an “exercise”, it has to take into careful consideration the historical 

and cultural circumstances of the people it speaks to, their expectations and also their contexts, 

their social, linguistic, symbolic environment. 

 

2. Subjectivization processes and power  

Think about all the meanings connected to the idea of “care of the self” today: you can track 

down  all the signs of the process of aesthetization, spectacularization  and iconization going on in 

our time and associated to the cult of the body. In ordinary language the “care” tends to restrict to 

the body. In fitness centers, they only care for our health and our psychophysical well being. In 

our time, “cares and cures” generally refer to the possession and enjoyment of material goods, 

including our own bodies. 

What could be today the value of Socrates’ suggestion to Alcibiades? How to compare to the 

modern style of life his advice to set above all material concerns the care of his own soul and to 

prefer the search for wisdom to the will of power? And to be committed to this care for his own 

soul through learning and self-knowledge, according to the oraculus of Delphy?
9
 

For a better understanding of the differences between Athens in the time of Socrates and our 

society, as far as education is concerned, you need to take into account at least two important 

elements. The first one is what we call the “State” and the second is, consequently, the “public 

school system”. Both of them did not exist in ancient Greece
10

. The “care of the self”  for the 

Greeks coincided  with formation, an informal process that took place in a direct contact with the 

community (polis), a sort of self-education, in a way, where everyone could freely choose one of 

those who were in charge of organizing and interpreting knowledge (The Sophists, Socrates, 

Plato, Aristotle,  the Stoics, the Epicureans, the Cynicists). 

The public school systems are a consequence of the creation of the national states, in modern age. 

Within the limits set by those systems, education is organized according to the reasons of State. 

This meant that the curricula were designed in view of interests, ends and values of public utility; 

it’s also to be noted that the “public” utility was generally identified as that of the dominant class. 

In those school system, in modern Europe, education is, generally speaking, etero-directed; it 

represented, in other terms, a way of transmitting the dominant values in order to control and  

delegate power. This system has met the need for “surveiller et punir”
11

 rather than encourage 

self-realization and free self-expression.  

The democratization intervened in the second half of the XX century transformed a school 

reserved for the élites in a school for the masses, but recent history shows how those hopes of 

emancipation and economic advancement for all were false
12

. Nowadays, the school systems, 

despite the legal value of certificates, do not even grant that social selection and that control they 

were born to implement. Moreover, for their heavy burden of formalism and dirigisme, schools 

don’t  meet the need of autonomy and contextualization of learning processes.  

                                                      
9
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In this deadlock where we find the vast majority of the school systems, the P4C represents an 

opportunity to open up a horizon of new possibilities which seem to be claimed by many but that 

are still generally neglected in the ordinary pedagogic practice. To redefine the setting of a 

classroom does not only mean to intervene on the communication and group dynamic, but also to 

make a critical commitment with regard to the exercise of a bio-power in specific areas. 

What we learn, quite interestingly, from Foucault’s studies about the ancient practices of the 

“care of the self” has little to do with models that could be used again today; we rather enter a 

field of possible connections between relationship of power and processes of subjectivization. 

The history of the practices of the “care of the self” shows how an individual creates his own 

subjectivity and reveals power techniques and devices which have directed, in the course of time, 

any practice of self-subjectivization. This is true as far as the ancient history is involved, but it 

must also be true for modernity and post-modernity. 

After all, what’s at stake is the destiny of the subject and the very possibility to think it over 

anew, after Nietzsche. The place of subjectivity is for Foucault the final destination of his whole 

research and he explicitly declare it when he writes: “I’d like to say what has been the target of 

my work for the last twenty years. It was not about analyzing  power phenomena or laying the 

foundation of such analysis. I rather tried to write a history of the different manners of  

subjectivation followed by human beings in our culture. In my work I considered three ways of 

objectivation which transform human beings in subjects […] It’s not power, therefore, the main 

theme of my research, but the subject”
13

. 

  

3. Care of the self and P4C 

If the Cartesian subject is dead and the Greek-Roman subject is a background we have to come to 

terms with, in order to be aware of where we come from, what is left of subjectivity in our world? 

Just a procession of shadows cut off from their roots and led away by any promise of salvation, 

permanently unhappy and stressed, ready to run spasmodically after happiness, through the 

fulfillment of new needs and ready to entrust their fragility into the hands of some expert
14

. 

The power-knowledge devices of post-modernity disperse subjectivity in the endless practices of 

consumerism, in the homologation of the masses, rhetorical communication and ethical 

disengagement. If humans are being tied up at the bottom of ever new caves, philosophy 

continues to hold the responsibility of standing again as an experience of emancipation; it doesn’t 

give up the task of revitalizing the Socratic calling to “know yourself”, it doesn’t give it for 

granted but tries to find out new and up to date meanings for it, and  to recuperate its ethical 

implications. In Foucault’s words: “Therefore, we have to set again the imperative ‘to know 

yourself’, so characteristic of our civilization,  inside the wider question, representing, more or 

less explicitly,  its context: how to ‘rule’ oneself taking actions of which  you are, at the same 

time, the target, the field of application, the tool used and the agent subject?”
15

 

If we look at the three main models of the “care of the self” that Foucault  ascribes to the platonic, 

Hellenistic-Roman and Christian traditions, we can’t avoid facing their great distance from our 

time and Foucault clearly underlines it. However, he looks with a particular interest at the 

tradition of the spiritual exercises of Hellenistic-Roman origin, driven by his attention towards 

men of our present time and their demand for ethical models which goes hand in hand with the 

impossibility to answer their requests. 

“Nevertheless - Foucault states - the making of such ethic is an urgent and fundamental task, 

politically poignant, given the fact that there is no other original or final place of resistance to 

political power but that which is found in the relationship with one’s own self”
16

.  We have finally 

got to the central hurdle of Foucault’s reflection, where his peculiar idea of power as 

“governmentality”, his analysis of  the subjectivization processes and the possibility to foresee a 

new ethical horizon meet and mix together. 
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In fact he writes that: “the series formed by: power relationships - governmentality - rule of self 

and others - relationship with one’s own self, is a chain, a thread and I believe it’s around those 

notions we have to articulate the problems of politics and ethic”
17

. 

In this perspective, can a philosophical practice be, nowadays, an opportunity to face the task  of 

“promoting new forms of subjectivity and rejecting that kind of individuality which has been 

imposed upon us for so many century?”
18

  Which forms are to be looked for, in order to give new 

life and new substance to the έπιμέλεια έαυτοΰ of the Greek-Roman tradition? And how is it 

possible, in the face of the contemporary world, to put forward new practices for the creation of a 

Self, centered on a plea for autonomy on the one side and on a projection towards an ethic of 

responsibility, both  individual and public, on the other? 

The P4C project, explicitly proposed by Matthew Lipman as a school curriculum, draws  from an 

implicit idea of “philosophical practice”. I think Lipman takes this idea of curriculum from the 

very mission of philosophy as “social practice” and it comes logically after his reflection on 

philosophy’s identity and its role in our time. 

Lipman’s essay of 1988
19

 - the first one published in Italian - appeared, initially, as a new method 

for teaching philosophy. But a new reading, 20 years later, makes us aware of his radically new 

vision, that is only clear today with all its implications. It shows us its importance now, when the 

idea of “philosophical practices”
20

 has widely occupied the scene of philosophical research and 

debate. 

Compared to the many that advocate an idea of philosophy as a practice and a style of life, 

Lipman suggestions appear in all their radical force of innovation, if we focus on the term 

“practice”; i.e. if we understand it not as a mere quality of a didactic action, but as a landmark of 

a new horizon, a true break from the old paradigm of philosophy seen as a theoretical subject. 

There is no doubt that as a “practice”, P4C is in continuity with the old pre-Cartesian tradition 

analyzed by Hadot and by Foucault. At the same time, the ways of the philosophical exercise are 

not and could not possibly be those of tradition.  

On the ground of what kind of “philosophical practice” does P4C stand? 

I believe P4C resumes the great lesson from the past, that of a philosophy interpreted as self 

transformation (care and askesis); as life to be lived reflectively, with a “care” at the heart of it 

which is an alternative way, opposed to the stultitia, to say it in Seneca’s words, of letting oneself 

live; the “care” that is to be intended as a search of direction, a deliberate self construction and 

self awareness with regard to the others and the world. 

In Lipman’s theorization, the “caring thinking”
21

 marks a radical shift from philosophy as a 

theoretical subject and philosophy as practice. It may seem as if we are actually moving within 

the limits of the traditional field of moral philosophy. In fact, the objects of the “caring thinking” 

have always belonged to philosophy but, as a matter of fact, Lipman’s “caring thinking”, meant 

as an activity and not just as a field of objects, has always been left outside philosophy’s borders. 

As I already wrote, “The exercise of the caring thinking can be implemented only in a 

contextualized practice, where values are, first of all, choices, emotions and passions, rules of 

conduct and making sense, before becoming motionless material to be thought over”
22

. 

After the end of the “great stories” and the destabilization of the Cartesian subject, we could try to 

reestablish subjectivity starting from the grassroots, the local stories, the small communities 
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where, participating to a “practice of freedom”
23

, each individual, with the help of everyone else, 

can take in his own hands and try to govern processes and dynamics which constitute and build 

up his own identity as a subject. 
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