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γνῶθι σεαυτόν – know thyself. Many are familiar with the famous Delphic inscription. 

 But what does it mean? It is not a call to self-knowledge in the Christian or 

 contemporary sense, but appears as a concrete application of a general rule within. 

 The framework of epimeleia hautou – self-care – that emerges with the figure of 

 Socrates. This term is by no means to be understood as a modern concept of a kind 

 of egoism or modern individualism, but is a stance towards oneself, others, and the 

 world. In a narrower sense, epimeleia is a set of techniques for examining one's 

 conscience, for examining one's ideas, memories, and past. The familiar exhortations 

 such as "take care of yourself," "find joy in yourself," "be a friend to yourself," and 

 "respect yourself" is not entirely positively connoted in our culture, unlike in 

 ancient thought, where caring for oneself never had a negative meaning. It is even 

 indispensable when one commits oneself to the service of the community (polis). 

 Here is an enlightening passage from Alcibiades. As you know, in the dialogue, 

 Alcibiades is still at the beginning of his career. His family has a high standing in the 

 polis; he is from "the most illustrious family" of his native city. His guardian is the 

 Great Pericles. Numerous admirers pursue him, but he is so proud of his beauty that 

 has rejected all of them. Only Socrates won't let him go. For what reason? 

 Because Alcibiades, while rejecting all lovers, has grown older, and Socrates has 

 realized that Alcibiades had something else on his mind, rather than wasting his 

 whole life meaninglessly. He wants to turn to the people, wants to guide the fate of 

 a polis, to govern others, i.e., to transform his status advantage into political action 

 and into rule (power) over others. I will forgo the lengthy proof in dialogue here.  

 In summary, Alcibiades appears as a loser. You are not rich enough (here he is 

 compared to the Persian king), have not received an education (here the comparison 

 is with the Spartans), and are unable to compensate for this lack by the only thing 

 that could allow you to face them without too much inferiority: knowledge, a techne 

 (an art, a reflective system of practices based on general principles, concepts, and 



 ideas). Here, Socrates proves that he (Alcibiades) does not have enough techne to 

 rule the polis for its good. But what does it mean to rule the polis? Alcibiades' answer 

 is: "The city is well-governed when there is harmony among its citizens." But what is 

 harmony? Alcibiades is completely confused here and remains silent. Here appears 

 the term epimeleia hautou. You see, concern for oneself is tied to the exercise of 

 power. One cannot lead others if one has not first taken care of oneself. And what 

 should this concern look like? In general terms, it is dietetics. Dietetics as the general 

 order of the spiritual and physical existence. But at the end of the dialogue, when it is 

 decided that the now-convinced Alcibiades will begin. Is it epimelesthai? No, it is 

 dikaiosyne, the justice. Another meaning of dikaiosyne is also temperance. To take 

 care of oneself and to take care of justice is the same thing. To the question"How do 

 I become a good statesman?" There is only one answer: "Take care of yourself." Here I 

 would like to emphasize once again that concern for oneself should not be 

 understood as an end in itself or as self-realization. The actual subject of concern is 

 the community (polis), and the self is only an element within it. In this context, I 

 would also like to emphasize the sexual economy. A key aspect here is the mastery– 

 submission relationship. However, the economy can also be understood in the literal 

 sense, as the feeling of pleasure consumes energy, in the sense of semen. A 

 precious, because finite, life substance in ancient understanding. And when one has 

 used this up, one becomes weak in every sense. There is also a distrust of desires due 

to 

 their harmful effects in the form of an unavoidable addiction, and the subsequent 

 loss of control. For how could a man who wants to exercise political and moral 

 power over others, do so without the necessary self-control? In this context, it is 

 interesting to note that Charikles remarks that it is more shameful for a man to be 

 passive in the manner of a woman than for a woman to be active in the manner of a 

 man. Later, in the neoclassical culture of the Empire, the meaning of self-concern 

 shifts from the polis to the subject. In this sense, the moralizations, not least the 

 demands for sexual austerity, which are undertaken in more or less authoritarian 

 ways by political power; most decisively under Augustus. 

 Here again, it is important to note that it is not the sexuality itself that is dangerous 



 or evil, but the unpredictable consequences that arise from it. Thus, moral, medical, 

 and philosophical considerations lead to a certain image of what is considered 

 appropriate sexual behavior. 

 There is also a shift in the goal. What is the goal? It is oneself. In the concern for 

 oneself as an effort of oneself for oneself, the ruler not only affects his own well-being 

 but also that of his fellow human beings/subjects. The topic of education, 

 which we find in the Alcibiades, culminates in a genuine self-culture. 

 It is also not a substitute element of pedagogy that enables a successful entry into 

 political life, but a call that applies to the entire course of life. Here, the practices 

 directed at oneself becomes the art of living (techne tou biou). So if it is about taking 

 care of oneself in the Alcibiades so that one can properly take care of others, and the 

 polis, it is about taking care of oneself; the relationship to others is derived from this 

 is therefore contained therein. One takes care of oneself for one's own sake. This is 

 where the idea of salvation is based. This turning towards oneself is what Michel 

 Foucault translates as "conversion." We find this term elaborated first in Plato as 

 epistrophe. This has the following characteristics: turning towards oneself, turning 

 away from external appearances, determining one's ignorance. Based on this turning 

 towards oneself, which leads to remembrance, to return to one's (ontological) 

 homeland. You see that there is a fundamental contradiction between this world and 

 the other. Here is the entire topic of the liberation of the soul from the body, the 

 body as the grave of the soul, etc. The concept of conversion in Hellenistic and 

 Roman self-culture differs strongly from the Platonic epistrophe. This is a reversal in 

 the immanence of this world. One lets go of what does not depend on oneself in 

 order to attain what depends on us. It is not a liberation of the soul from the 

 body, but rather the establishment of a comprehensive, complete, and appropriate 

 relationship with oneself. It is not an insight in the sense of Platonic recollection, but 

 an ensemble of exercises, including the askesis, in this convertere ad se. For the 

 Epicureans, the principle holds that philosophy should be considered as a constant 

 exercise of concern for oneself: "One who is young should not hesitate to 

 philosophize, one who is old should not grow tired of philosophizing. For it is never 

 too early or too late to care for the health of the soul." 



 Of interest here with regard to the turning inward is the word for curiosity: 

 polypragmosyne. It means not so much the desire to know, but rather the meddling 

 in things that don't concern one. Plutarch defines it very precisely as philomateia 

allotrion kakon, the desire for 

 knowledge of the weakness of others. His advice is clear: take care of your own 

 shortcomings, your hamartemata. Or, as Marcus Aurelius puts it, "How much unrest 

 is spared the one who does not look at what the other has said or done or thought, 

 but only at what he himself does, so that this is just and pious." One must always 

 keep the self in sight. A whole range of expressions are known here, such as blepe se, 

 se respicere, etc. Or as Marc Aurel notes, "What makes one miserable is that no one 

 looks back on their life (nemo vitam suam respicit)." 

 Epicurus uses the term paideia, defined as what one produces with vain chatter in 

 front of others, and what is the subject of the manufacturers’ word clatter? What 

 does Epicurus counter with such paideia? Physiology. A definition of physiology can 

 be found in the Gnomologium, where Epicurus says, "With frankness (parrhesia – 

 true speech), I would like to say to all people, based on my knowledge of nature, 

 what is useful to them, even if no one should understand it, as they should agree 

 with the common opinions and reap the fair praise of the masses." 

 Unlike paideia, physiologia has the function of paraskeuein. Paraskeuein is the 

 preparation of the subject and the soul that ensures they are adequately equipped 

 and prepared for all the opportunities that life has in store. By ensuring this 

 preparation, physiologia produces "self-aware and self-sufficient people who are 

 proud of their own goods and not of external goods," according to Epicurus. Also, 

 firstly, physiologia makes one courageous, fearless, and unflinching, so that one not 

 only resists the various beliefs that one is forced to accept, but also defies the 

 dangers of life and resists the people who want to impose their laws on one. 

 Secondly, these people are autarkic. That is, they are independent of themselves. 

 This perspective is unique in Western thought culture. Let us not forget that a 

 fundamental principle of Christian asceticism is the renunciation of oneself. It is only 

 through renunciation that one is granted access to salvation. In Hellenistic-Roman 

 thought, however, askesis is a techne that facilitates and/or enables convertere ad se. 



 You can object here: what about the ethics or the aesthetics of the self in the 

 16th century, especially with Montaigne? We have a fragmentary attempt at an 

 aesthetics of the self. The attempts, some of which were very confused and 

 confusing, up to the present day (with a peak in the 19th century), revolve around 

 the question of developing or restoring an ethics or aesthetics of the self. But if one 

 considers the expressions that are constantly raining down on us, such as: "come to 

 oneself”, "free oneself," "be oneself," "be authentic," one can easily guess their very 

 modern origin – from the grab-bag of the neoliberal junk shop. It is an urgent and 

 indispensable task to establish an ethics of the self, yet if it is true that the only way 

 to resist political power is through a relationship with oneself. 

 In this light, I think we can also see the phrase from Democritus – ethos anthropo 

daimon – Man’s character is his fate, with which I would like to conclude my remarks. 

 


