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T H E  DAW N  O F 
W E S T E R N  P H I LO S O P H Y

The world- transforming goals of Socrates, Plato, and 
Aristotle; rational inquiry as the means to theoretical 

knowledge of the world and practical wisdom in 
the art of living; the intertwining of Greek science, 
mathe matics, and philosophy; Plato’s Acad emy; 
the  later schools of Stoicism and Epicureanism.

 There is no better expression of the spirit animating the 
birth of western philosophy than the first sentence of 
Book I of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, “All men by nature de-
sire to know.”1 What we desire to know includes not only 
par tic u lar facts, but also general truths that explain such 
facts in terms of features of the world that transcend the 
varying deliverances of our senses. It was a founding princi-
ple of western philosophy that such knowledge requires 
precisely delineated concepts— e.g., number, ele ment, point, 
line,  angle, shape, circle, sphere, circumference, area, dimension, 
space, volume,  matter, density, body, velocity, motion, direction, 
proportion, causation, change, permanence, quantity, and 
quality— deployed according to the laws of logic, and used 
to formulate princi ples of mathe matics, and universal 
laws of nature. In addition to knowledge of the world, 
what we seek also includes knowledge of ourselves, our 
common  human nature, the good lives we aspire to live, 
and the good socie ties to which we hope to contribute. It 
was a further founding princi ple of western philosophy 
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that knowledge of  these normative  matters can be objec-
tive, and so requires precise concepts of goodness, happiness, 
virtue, and justice, deployed with all appropriate rigor. It is 
to Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, more than any  others, that 
we owe  these world- transforming ideas.

Of  these, the central figure is Plato—in part  because 
Aristotle was his student, and in part  because what we 
know of Socrates is derived largely from the Socrates- 
figure of Plato’s dialogues. Born in Athens in or about 427 
BCE, Plato was raised in a culture in which one’s knowl-
edge of the world, one’s place in it, and the models for 
one’s conduct  were derived largely from imaginative iden-
tification with the gods and heroes of orally performed 
epic poetry.2 At the time of his birth, the poetry of Homer 
and Hesiod was still the primary vehicle of instruction in 
Athens. Such poetry was not only, or even primarily, a form 
of entertainment; it was, as Walter Burkert says, the glue 
that held Greek society and culture together.

The authority to whom the Greeks appealed was the po-
etry of Hesiod and, above all, of Homer. The spiritual 
unity of the Greeks was founded and upheld by poetry— a 
poetry which could still draw on living oral tradition to 
produce a felicitous  union of freedom and form, sponta-
neity and discipline. To be a Greek was to be educated, 
and the foundation of all education was Homer.3

Eric Havelock, whose pioneering work documented the 
transformation of ancient Greek culture from oral and nar-
rative to written and rationally critical, saw epic poetry as 
a living encyclopedia for transmitting Greek history and 
culture to the young. The individual, he observed,

is required as a civilised being to become acquainted 
with the history, the social organ ization, the technical 
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competence and the moral imperatives of his group. . . .  
This over- all body of experience . . .  is incorporated in 
a rhythmic narrative . . .  which he memorizes . . .  some-
thing he accepts uncritically, or  else it fails to survive in 
his living memory. Its ac cep tance and retention are made 
psychologically pos si ble by a mechanism of . . .  self- 
identification with the situations and the stories related 
in the per for mance. . . .  “His is not to reason why.”4

This was the mindset Plato set out to change. Deriving 
inspiration from Socrates, he sought to transform his cul-
ture into a rationally critical one in which all knowledge— 
normative and nonnormative alike— was objectively state-
able, logically testable, and intellectually defensible. In 
short, he attempted to change the culture from one based 
on the oral story (narrative) to one based on the written 
statement (objective description).5

The monumental change Plato sought, and largely 
achieved, did not begin with him; it was already underway 
in pre- Socratic philosophy, science, and mathe matics.6 The 
pre- Socratic philosophers— Thales (624–547 BCE), Hera-
clitus (535–475), Parmenides (born circa 510), Democritus 
(died circa 465), and  others— mediated the transformation 
from the narrative culture of the Homeric age to the ra-
tionally critical culture brought to fruition by Socrates, 
Plato, and Aristotle. To take one telling example, prior 
to the transition, the Greeks had no word for  matter and 
no abstract notion of motion applying equally to animate 
and other wise inert bodies.  After the transition, they had 
mea sur able conceptions of  matter, motion, velocity, shape, 
direction, and other abstract concepts that  were used to 
formulate and test explanatory hypotheses purporting 
to be universal laws.7

The pre- Socratic phi los o phers, who set the stage for 
the transition from an oral, narrative culture to a written, 
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rationally critical one, had a foot in both. Unlike the narra-
tors of epic poetry, they  were more teachers than entertainers. 
Still, they often performed their written compositions, and 
so expected more to be heard than read, which affected 
their texts, which  weren’t treatises in the style of Aristotle. 
Greek mathematicians, who  were often phi los o phers and 
sometimes astronomers (investigating the trajectories of 
celestial bodies),  were also crucial to the cultural transfor-
mation culminating in Plato and Aristotle. Their impor tant 
pre- Socratic achievements included:

The observations (prob ably not proofs) of Thales (who 
famously held that  water is the ele ment out of which 
every thing is constituted)

a) that a circle is bisected by its dia meter,
b) that the  angles at the base of a triangle with two 

equal sides are equal, and
c) that triangles with an equal side and two equal 

 angles are themselves equal.8
The proofs by followers of Pythagoras

a) that the sum of the  angles of a triangle are equal to 
two right  angles (prior to 450 BCE),

b) that the square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle 
is equal to the sum of the squares of the other sides 
(prior to 450),

c) that the square root of 2 is irrational, i.e., a number 
that  can’t be expressed as a fraction (prior to 450), 
and

d) that the square roots of 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, and 17 are (like 
that of 2) also irrational (Theodorus, pupil of Pro-
tagoras and teacher of Plato, circa 400).9

The discoveries by Democritus (who developed the clas-
sical metaphysical theory of atomism)

a) that the volume of a cone is ⅓ that of a cylinder 
with the same base and height, and
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b) that the volume of a pyramid is ⅓ that of a prism 
with the same base and height.10

The proof by Hippocrates (circa 440) that the ratio of 
the areas of two circles equals the ratios of the squares 
of their dia meters.11
The astronomical observations and hypotheses

a) that the earth is a sphere, conjectured by both Anax-
agoras and Pythagoras, and

b) that the Morning Star is the Eve ning Star.12

Summing up the scope of  these and other advances, the 
distinguished historian of Greek mathe matics Sir Thomas 
Heath estimates that

 there is . . .  prob ably  little in the  whole compass of the 
Ele ments of Euclid, except the new theory of propor-
tions due to Eudoxus . . .  , which was not in substance 
included in the recognized content of geometry and 
arithmetic by Plato’s time.13

Eudoxus (born 395–390, died 342–337) knew of Plato’s 
Acad emy, which opened in 387, as a young man, and,  after 
first establishing his own distinguished school of mathe-
matics elsewhere, he moved it to the Acad emy, where he is 
credited with solving the proportion prob lem mentioned 
by Heath, (prob ably) prior to Plato’s death in 347. Thus 
Plato and the Acad emy had essentially all the results that 
would  later be systematized in 300 BCE by Euclid’s Ele-
ments, the most influential work in ancient mathe matics.

In Plato’s Acad emy philosophy and mathe matics  were 
seen not as in de pen dent disciplines, but as intimately re-
lated inquiries contributing to one another. The first Eu-
ro pean university, the Acad emy educated students in a 
curriculum that proceeded through arithmetic (number 
theory), geometry, stereometry (the mea sure ment of solid 
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bodies), and astronomy (the discovery of the mathemati-
cal properties of the heavens), before culminating in phi-
losophy, or “dialectic” (reasoned philosophical argument). 
Thus, the words inscribed above its doors are reputed to 
have been “Let no one destitute of geometry enter my 
doors.”14 According to Heath, Plato was right to find the 
genius of the spectacular achievements of ancient Greek 
mathe matics in their connection to philosophy. Speaking 
of  those achievements, Heath asks, “How did this all come 
about? What special aptitude had the Greeks for mathe-
matics?” He answers,

The answer to this question is that their genius for mathe-
matics was simply one aspect of their genius for phi-
losophy. Their mathe matics indeed constituted a large 
part of their philosophy down to Plato. Both had the 
same origin.15

Rigor and precision  were the origins of Greek mathe-
matics and Platonic philosophy. Nothing is more charac-
teristic of that philosophy than the search for definition. 
When Socrates asks What is goodness, beauty, truth, knowl-
edge, virtue, piety, or happiness?, he is asking for definitions 
of the Greek words we would roughly translate as ‘good’, 
‘beauty’, ‘truth’, ‘knowledge’, ‘piety’, and ‘happiness’. Let 
us use the term concepts, as it is often used in philosophy, 
for the meanings that abstract nouns and noun phrases like 
 these share with their translations in other languages— the 
realities they are used to talk about.

Confessing not to know the proper definitions of  these 
words/concepts, Socrates asks his interlocutors for help, 
and they typically offer examples—of good  things, pious 
practices, and virtuous individuals. But Socrates  doesn’t 
want examples; he wants to know what goodness, piety, 
and virtue  really are. To know this is to know the real 
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properties we attribute to something when we call it good, 
pious, or virtuous. Consider another case. Suppose we ask 
What is a circle? and someone answers by showing us a single 
circular figure, saying That’s a circle. We would respond: 
We  don’t want an example of a circle; we want to know what 
it is for any conceivable  thing to be a circle: what conditions it 
must satisfy to be a circle. The answer we seek is a definition: 
A circle is the set of all points in a plane equidistant from a single 
central point.

The definitions Socrates sought  were similar— definitions 
that give necessary and sufficient conditions for any person 
or  thing to be good, pious, or happy, for any statement to 
be true or known to be true by someone, or for anything 
to be beautiful. The goal of the joint Socratic and Platonic 
enterprise was to extend the objectivity and precision of 
Greek mathe matics to the study of all real ity. Just as stun-
ning mathematical discoveries required concepts that  were 
precisely defined (like circularity) or rigorously governed by 
axioms (like point), so the advances in knowledge of the 
world, and of ourselves, that Socrates and Plato hoped to 
achieve required precise, well- regulated concepts.

For Plato, this quest for knowledge rested on Platonic 
forms, which, he believed,  were the precisely delineated 
concepts needed for knowledge in any domain. They 
include:

 (i) the forms goodness, justice, knowledge, virtue, and hap-
piness needed for general laws explaining  human be-
hav ior,  human nature, and  human institutions;

 (ii) forms for identity and distinctness, forms for diff er ent 
kinds and properties of natu ral numbers, forms for 
two- dimensional geometrical shapes (circularity, trian-
gularity,  etc.) and their properties (area, circumference, 
 etc.), and forms for three- dimensional geometrical fig-
ures (sphere, cone,  etc.) and their properties (volume, 



8 C H A P T E R  1

surface area,  etc.), needed to state timeless mathemati-
cal truths;

 (iii) forms for body, space, velocity, motion, rest, proportion, 
weight, dimension,  etc. needed to describe aspects of 
the natu ral environment.

Plato’s goal was to use  these concepts to construct gen-
eral, exceptionless laws about ourselves and the cosmos, 
the truth of which would be knowable, yet in de pen dent 
of the knower.

It is telling that the Greek word Plato used for  these con-
cepts is translatable as “shape,” as well as “form,” indicat-
ing the role in his thinking of geometry, which was well 
understood in the Acad emy. Just as  there is such a  thing 
as the precisely defined form/concept circularity, which is 
neither itself circular nor located at any distance from any-
thing  else, so  there is such a  thing as the precisely delim-
ited form/concept beauty, which is neither itself beautiful 
nor perceptible through the senses. The same is true of 
the other forms. Although they are real— there are,  after 
all, such  things as circularity, truth, and beauty - –to ask 
where they are in space and how long they have been  there 
seems misplaced. Since Plato took them to be constituents 
of the objective truths about real ity which, with proper 
study, we may come to know, they had to be in de pen dent 
of our minds. For him, this meant that they  were real  things 
existing outside of space and time, yet capable of being 
recognized by the intellect.

 These abstract concepts needed to state general explana-
tory truths  were half of the Platonic equation. Objective 
knowledge requires not only propositions to be known but 
also a mind capable of knowing them. What is this mind, 
or psyche, that it may know itself and the world? Have-
lock addresses the question, as it confronted Socrates and 
Plato.16
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[T]owards the end of the fifth  century before Christ 
[about the time of Plato’s birth], it became pos si ble for 
a few Greeks to talk about their ‘souls’ as though they 
had selves or personalities which  were autonomous and 
not fragments . . .  of a cosmic life force. . . .  Scholarship 
has tended to connect this discovery with the life and 
teaching of Socrates and to identify it with a radical 
change which he introduced into the meaning of the 
Greek word psyche. . . .  Instead of signifying a man’s 
ghost or wraith . . .  a  thing devoid of sense and self- 
consciousness, it came to mean “the ghost that thinks,” 
that is capable both of moral decision and of scientific 
cognition, and is the seat of moral responsibility, some-
thing infinitely precious, an essence unique in the  whole 
realm of nature.17

Plato outlines his conception of the soul in Book IV of 
the Republic, where he distinguishes three of its aspects or 
parts— the appetites or desires, willpower or emotive force, 
and reason. Proper education trains the  will to be the ally 
of reason. Reason then controls desire, the soul is unified, 
and the agent achieves self- mastery. Plato speaks of this con-
dition of the soul, in which each of its parts plays its proper 
role, as one of justice between the parts, drawing an analogy 
with the ideal state in which the phi los o pher king (reason) 
makes decisions for the good of all that are enforced by 
guardians (the  will) to ensure proper order among the self- 
interested citizens (the desires). In Book VII he describes 
the education of phi los o phers in which they acquire abstract 
theoretical knowledge, which requires understanding the 
concepts that make such knowledge pos si ble. To achieve 
such understanding, they must turn their attention to 
the forms, which are innately available to every one.

The aim of Plato’s Acad emy was to provide the educa-
tion that leads to this self- realization. It did this by taking 
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students through a rigorous curriculum in logic, mathe-
matics, and philosophy, designed to enable them “to define 
the aims of  human life in scientific terms and to carry them 
out in a society which has been reor ga nized upon scientific 
lines.”18 In bringing this educational plan to fruition, Plato 
in ven ted the idea of a liberal education and founded the 
first institution dedicated to providing it.

Plato’s greatest student, Aristotle (384–322/1 BCE), 
moved to Athens from his home in Stagira (in Thrace) 
in 368/7, joining the Acad emy at age 17. He remained 
 there for twenty years, first as Plato’s student and then as 
his colleague,  until Plato died in 347. At that point, Plato’s 
nephew became the head of the Acad emy and Aristotle left 
to found a branch of the Acad emy in Assos. In 343/42, he 
relocated to Macedonia, where he took over the education 
of a thirteen- year- old  later known as Alexander the  Great. 
Leaving his post when Alexander ascended the throne in 
336/35, Aristotle returned to Athens a year  later, where he 
founded his own “Peripatetic” school, in competition with 
the Acad emy.19  There he remained  until two years before his 
death.

A prodigious worker, Aristotle produced an enormous 
volume of work that began in the Acad emy, continued in 
Assos, and reached its zenith at his Peripatetic School. His 
writings extended nearly  every domain of  human learning. 
They are or ga nized around the following major topics: 
Logic and Language (including definitions of truth and 
falsity, their  bearers, the nature of judgment, predication, 
generality, patterns of logically valid argument, and falla-
cies), Epistemology (including proof, knowledge, and de-
ductive and inductive reasoning), Metaphysics (including 
substance, essence, accident, existence, and God), Physics 
(the natu ral world and the cosmos), Biology (including the 
history, generation, life, and death of animals), Psy chol ogy 
(including perception, memory, reasoning, sleeping, and 
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dreaming), and Ethics, Politics, and Aesthetics (including rhe-
toric and poetics).

A close follower of Plato in his early days, Aristotle then 
believed in the immortality of the soul, its preexistence be-
fore birth when it was acquainted with Platonic forms, and 
the need in  later life to recollect or rediscover the forms 
through philosophical argument.20 In time, he gave up  those 
views and modified the theory of the forms in a far- reaching 
way. He also produced the first systematic codification 
of princi ples of logically valid inference and developed 
theories of ethics and politics that  were more realistic and 
widely applicable than Plato’s. Fi nally, he began to make 
good on the implicit Platonic promise of advancing empiri-
cal knowledge of the physical world and our place in it. 
While it was Plato who, more than anyone  else, provided 
the inspiration, conceptual foundations, and institutional 
framework to advance  human knowledge, it was Aristotle 
who, more than anyone  else, gave us the systematic begin-
nings of logic, physics, biology, and social science (includ-
ing psy chol ogy and po liti cal science).

None of the steps that Aristotle took away from his 
teacher on fundamental philosophical  matters was more 
impor tant than his modification of Plato’s theory of the 
forms. To paraphrase what I noted  earlier, it is plausible 
to suppose that just as  there is such a  thing as the form/
concept humanity, which is neither itself  human nor some-
thing of any height or weight, so  there is such a  thing as 
the form/concept redness, which is neither itself red nor 
any other color. Although it is plausible that humanity and 
redness are real, it seems strange to ask where they are in 
space and how long they have been  there. However, Plato’s 
conclusion— that the forms exist outside of space and time, 
and so are eternal and unchanging, despite being accessible 
to the mind— isn’t the only way to think about them. Per-
haps it sounds strange to ask when and where they are 
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 because they  don’t exist at any single place or time, but do 
exist at many places and times— namely, at all and only the 
places and times at which  humans and red  things do. If so, 
they are contingent existents of our world just as we are. 
That is how Aristotle thought of them.21

This modification of Platonic doctrine brought with it a 
new metaphysics of form,  matter, substance, essence, and 
accident, which Aristotle used in studying physical change. 
Consider an individual man, Socrates, and a par tic u lar 
mountain, Mount Vesuvius. Both came into being at a 
certain time, endured through many changes, and at some 
point ceased, or  will cease, existing. As a baby Socrates was 
small, and  couldn’t walk, talk, or survive on his own. In 
time, he grew larger and learned to do  these  things, while 
acquiring many new properties and losing  others. One 
property he never lost was being  human, which was essen-
tial to his nature. In contrast to this property, which is an 
essential property of every thing that has it, the properties 
Socrates once lacked but  later acquired, as well as  those he 
once had but  later lost,  were inessential, or “accidental.” A 
similar story could be told about Mount Vesuvius. It, too, 
has essential properties, including being a mountain, that it 
 can’t exist without having, as well as accidental properties 
that can be acquired or lost without affecting its continued 
existence.

Aristotle called  things like Socrates and Mount Vesuvius, 
which endure through changes of the sort just illustrated, 
“substances.” But, since  these substances themselves come 
into existence and pass away,  there must also be changes 
in, or of, substance. How could  there be? Aristotle’s model 
presupposes that in order for  there to be change, something 
must change. What can it be, if no substance endures the 
change? His answer is that what changes is prime, or first, 
 matter, which is the stuff out of which substances like 
Socrates and Mount Vesuvius are constituted. And what 
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is that? The answer, unfortunately, is that prime  matter is 
undifferentiated stuff—an all- purpose we- know- not- what in 
which properties, like humanity or mountainhood, somehow 
inhere. It is no good to ask what the essential properties 
of prime  matter are. To think of a bit of prime  matter as 
having such properties—in addition to accidental proper-
ties like making up Socrates, which it had for a time and then 
lost— would be to take it to be a substance, which it  can’t 
be, if, as Aristotle demands, prime  matter is to be part of the 
analy sis of substance. For him,  every natu ral substance— i.e., 
 every physically enduring entity E—is some bit of prime 
 matter M  shaped by a substantial form F into the kind of 
 thing that E essentially is by F’s inhering in M.

So the man Socrates was a bit of prime  matter  shaped 
by the form humanity. Since that is true of  every  human 
being,  there must have been something  else essential to 
Socrates that differentiated him from every one  else.22 It is 
not entirely clear, from Aristotelian texts, what this was. 
But  there is reason to take it to be his individual essence, 
a form unique to him that Aristotle calls the immaterial soul 
inhering in and giving life to his body. Something similar 
is said about  every living  thing. Naturally,  human souls 
are diff er ent from  those of other living  things. For Aristotle 
the souls of plants are responsible for their nutritive func-
tions;  those of animals and  humans have a nutritive com-
ponent plus a sensitive component responsible for sensa-
tion, movement, and memory, while  human souls also have 
a purely rational component called “the active intellect.”

To appreciate this one must remember that for Aristotle, 
(i) contingently existing substances are combinations of 
form and  matter, (ii) their forms  don’t exist in de pen dently 
of the substances they inform, and thus, (iii) when Socrates 
ceased to exist any form unique to him, i.e., his soul, also 
ceased to exist. It follows that the soul of Socrates, which 
was  really the form, or princi ple of organ ization, of his 
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par tic u lar body neither pre-  nor post- existed him.  There 
was simply no room for  human immortality in Aristotle’s 
world.23 He did believe in an eternal God of pure thought— 
which was the uncaused teleological cause, or reason, for 
the existence, of every thing  else. But his God  didn’t inter-
vene in the world,  wasn’t the object of prayer or worship, 
and  wasn’t a being that could  either love or be loved.24 
This contributed to the impression that Aristotle the phi-
los o pher and Aristotle the budding scientist  were more or 
less one and the same. For him, the greatest  human goal 
was not to conquer the fear of death, to find consolation 
in the face of life’s tragedies and disappointments, or to 
discover ultimate purpose in a universe impervious to our 
concerns; it was to understand the universe and every thing 
in it. Although he believed this was the highest  human 
good, he  didn’t take it to be the only  human good. He was 
well aware that other, less contemplative but more practi-
cal, forms of the good life  were pos si ble for a wider range 
of  people.25

If, in looking at all this, we ask What, in sum, did ancient 
Greek philosophy contribute to the world?, we must include the 
following.

 (i) It played a vital role in transforming an oral narra-
tive tradition based on myth and poetry into a more 
critically reflective culture in which the chief means of 
expression was the written word.

 (ii) In so  doing, it demonstrated the superiority of basing 
beliefs on evidence, argument, and rational examina-
tion, rather than on authority.

 (iii) It offered a naturalistic worldview in which observed 
facts are to be explained not by interventions of dei-
ties, but by interactions of fundamental ele ments ac-
cording to universal laws.
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 (iv) It asked the questions and provided the concepts— 
truth, proof, definition,  matter, mind, motion, causation, 
generation, etc.— that made it pos si ble to think sci-
entifically about the world and ourselves, and, in so 
 doing, laid the basis of what we now know as logic, 
physics, biology, psy chol ogy, and po liti cal science.

 (v) It founded the first university in the western world, 
giving birth to the idea of a liberal education, blending 
mathematical, scientific, and humanistic investigations 
in a curriculum designed to produce not only technical 
proficiency, but wisdom.

 (vi) It transformed our idea of god from an anthropomor-
phic one in Homer’s time to Aristotle’s perfectly good, 
perfectly rational cause of the universe, uniting Plato’s 
form of the Good with Aristotle’s Active Intellect.

 (vii) It elevated our idea of the soul from a ghostly breath 
of life to the subject of conscious experience, the 
source of decision and action, and the seat of moral 
responsibility.

Though long and impressive, the list is still incomplete. 
In addition to providing the foundations for rational 
thought and the pursuit of theoretical knowledge in vir-
tually  every domain, the Greek phi los o phers, especially 
Socrates and Plato, imbued the search for theoretical truth 
with the urgency of a personal quest for meaning. The spe-
cial genius that made them so compelling was in placing 
the idea that objective knowledge in any domain requires 
precisely defined concepts at the center of their vision of 
the good life. In order to live such a life, they thought, 
one should strive to know the essential nature of  human 
goodness and happiness. Although Socrates  didn’t claim to 
have such knowledge, he did claim to know that it could 
be acquired only by rigorous reasoning. He also thought 
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that to know the good is to be sufficiently motivated to do 
it. Thus, he reasoned, one’s best hope of living a good life 
was in acquiring as much knowledge of oneself, of one’s 
nature, and of goodness as one could.

This idea, endorsed by Plato, can be elaborated as fol-
lows: To believe that a goal is good is to value it, and to be-
lieve that a course of action is good is to place some value 
on performing it. When one acts rationally, one always 
performs the action one believes to be best at the time. A 
reason for action typically includes the end one seeks and the 
means to secure it. Faced with a range of pos si ble actions 
aimed at bringing about vari ous outcomes, one assesses the 
values of the outcomes and judges how likely the actions 
are to achieve them. If one is rational, one selects the action 
with the greatest expected return— i.e., the greatest value 
discounted by the probability of achieving it.

On this picture,  there are two ways you can go wrong—
by choosing an end that is inferior to another end you could 
have pursued, or by assigning an unrealistic probability to 
an action’s achieving your end.  These are failures that, Plato 
would say, can be minimized by extending your knowledge. 
The more you know about the good, the less likely you 
are to pursue a lesser end over a more valuable end. Simi-
larly, the more you know about yourself,  others, and the 
world, the less likely you are to misjudge the probability 
that an action  will, if you perform it, produce a certain 
result. In short, increasing your knowledge of the relevant 
evaluative and nonevaluative facts should increase your 
chance of achieving the best result (even though it may not 
guarantee that result,  because your knowledge may remain 
incomplete). Since one who habitually performs the best 
actions has the greatest chance of getting the best results, 
one who is wise should have the best chance of obtaining 
what is genuinely valuable. So, it would seem, if you al-
ways aim at what is good for you (or at what is morally 
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good), acquiring wisdom should maximize your chances of 
being happy (or being virtuous). If, as Socrates and Plato 
thought,  there is no fundamental conflict between what is 
good for you, and what is good full stop, then the pursuit 
of wisdom may turn out to be the pursuit of both virtue 
and happiness.

Although  there is much to be said for this view, it leaves 
the relationship between virtue and happiness unresolved. 
One worry concerns the premise that we always do what we 
judge to be best (e.g., for us) at the time. That’s not obvi-
ous. Sometimes, one is inclined to think, we may believe, 
or even know, that a certain action is best, but not perform 
it  because we are tempted by something  else. Although 
Plato and Aristotle had much to say about this, they  didn’t 
 settle the issue, which is still debated  today.

Another worry concerns the extent to which  doing what 
one takes to be good for oneself coincides with, or differs 
from,  doing what one takes to be good for  others. To get 
to the bottom of this, one would have to explore what we 
 human beings naturally value most. This is the last item 
on my list of what ancient Greek philosophy contributed 
to all who followed.

 (viii) It conceptualized the prob lem of achieving virtue 
and happiness as that of discovering, and coming to 
understand, the essential ele ments of  human nature, 
the nature of our relationships with  others, and the 
requirements of our common life with them.

In addition to wishing to understand ourselves and the 
world, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle recognized the high 
value we place on our relationships with selected  others, 
their welfare and good opinion of us, the success of our 
communities, and the example we set for  those who follow 
in our footsteps. Socrates displayed  these self- transcendent 



18 C H A P T E R  1

goals during his trial, conviction, and confinement before 
being executed for impiety and corrupting the youth of 
Athens. Refusing to avoid his fate by quitting philosophy, 
by accepting exile, or by escaping from prison, he chose to 
honor his conception of the good life, to inspire  others, to 
re spect the laws of Athens, and to protect his friends from 
punishment.26  Because he valued  these  things more than he 
valued a few extra years of life, the virtue he achieved  didn’t 
conflict with his happiness. Not least of  those who learned 
from his example was Plato, who provided the theoretical 
underpinning and institutional framework for continuing 
the Socratic search for wisdom. When his teacher gallantly 
succumbed, Plato had the inspiring exemplar he needed 
to invest the search for the highest theoretical knowledge 
with the urgency of a personal quest for meaning.

Unfortunately, the idea that the highest theoretical 
knowledge was closely tied to living a good life was not 
an easy one to keep  going.  After Aristotle’s death, neither 
the Acad emy nor his Peripatetic School, both of which 
lasted for centuries,  were focused on philosophy as a way 
of life (as opposed to abstract theoretical inquiry) in the 
way that Socrates was.27 But two other schools  were— the 
school of Epicurus founded in Athens and two other cities 
around 306 BCE, and the Stoic school, founded in Athens 
by Zeno shortly thereafter. The latter taught ac cep tance of 
every thing outside of one’s control and cultivation of a 
peaceful state of mind. It was, for centuries, more popu lar 
than the former, which took the development of refined 
tastes and the satisfaction of desire to be most impor tant.28

The Stoics derived their conception of the good from a 
view of the universe as a vast material  thing, a living animal 
with a mind directing worldly events. To be virtuous was, 
for them, to be guided by thoughts that agree with  those of 
the World Mind. Since that mind determines  every event, 
and every thing it determines is good, what ever happens is 
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for the best. A wise person  will therefore accept  things, even 
when they thwart his or her aims. However, this  didn’t 
require renouncing desire. Being parts of the World Mind, 
one’s desires play a role in determining what happens. Still, 
since all is for the best, one  shouldn’t be too attached to one’s 
desires, but rather should greet  every result with equanimity.

This view lasted  until late antiquity, when Chris tian ity 
and Neo- Platonism reintroduced immortal  human souls as 
spiritual centers of consciousness— a view against which 
it was hard to compete. That Stoicism lasted as long as it 
did is a testament not to its fantastic theory of the world, 
but to its ability to provide consolation to  those in need. 
As such, it is hard to see it as a legitimate heir to the world- 
transforming thoughts of Plato and Aristotle, the return 
of which in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was, para-
doxically, due to the intellectual needs of the religion that, 
with Augustine, had temporarily displaced them.
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