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Thinking and doing 

act of abstaining, of holding oneself back (schein) from the 
ordinary activities determined by our daily wants (M t6n 
anagkaiiin schole), in order to act out leisure (scholen agein), 
which in turn was the true goal of all other activities, just as 
peace, for Aristotle, was the true goal of war. Recreation and 
play, in our understanding the natu.ral activities of leisure, 
belonged, on the contrary, still to a.,ycholia, the state of being 
deprived of leisure, since play and recreation are necessary 
for the restoration of the human labor force charged with 
taking care of life's necessities. 

We find this act of deliberate, active non-participation in 
life's daily business, probably in its earliest, certainly its 
simplest, form, in a parable ascribed to Pythagoras and re-
ported by Diogenes Laertius: 

Life . .. Is like a festival; just as some come to the festival to compete, 
some to ply their trade, but the best people come as spectators 
[theatai ], so in life the slavish men go hunting for fame [do:ra) or 
gain, the philosophers for truth. 01 

What is stressed here as more noble than the competition for 
fame and gain is by no means a truth invisible and inaccessible 
to ordinary men; nor does the place the spectators withdraw to 
belong to any •rugher" region such as Parmenides and Plato 
later envisioned; their place is in the world and their "nobility" 
is only that they do not participate in what is going on but 
look on it as a mere spectacle. From the Creek word for spec-
tators, theatai, the later philosophical term "theory" was de-
rived, and the word "theoretical" until a few hundred years 
ago meant "contemplating,n looking upon something from the 
outside, from a position implying a view that is bidden from 
those who take part in the spectacle and actualize it. The 
inference to be drawn from this early distinction between 
doing and understanding is obvious: as a spectator you may 
understand the "truth" of what the spectacle is about; but the 
price you have to pay is withdrawal from participating in it. 

The first datum underlying this estimate is that only the 
spectator occupies a position that enables him to see the whole 
play-as the philosopher is able to see the koS11108 as a har-
monious ordered whole. The actor, being part of the whole, 
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