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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Socrates famously declared that the unexamined life was not worth 

living, and after being put on trial on charges of impiety and 

corrupting the youth, he maintained that he would rather be 

sentenced to death than cease practicing philosophy. Generations 

of philosophers since Socrates have been inspired by his conviction 

to live a life according to reason and virtue, and following Socrates, 

they have sought to better understand the role of philosophy in 

living a good life. 

This book contains ten readings and over one hundred 

quotations exploring this theme. Unlike many other introductory 

philosophy books which focus on highly abstract philosophical 

arguments and are disconnected from the problems of ordinary life, 

this collection focuses on the practical role that philosophy can 

have in understanding what it means to live a good life. In this 

sense, it is continuing the tradition inspired by Socrates over 2400 

years ago. The readings have been chosen because they are short, 

relatively beginner friendly, and tackle issues that continue to have 

relevance for readers in the 21st century. The aim is to create a 

simple, portable compilation that can be consulted in times that call 

for philosophical reflection. The following readings are included: 

• The Good Brahmin by Voltaire 

• On the Shortness of Life by Seneca [abridged] 

• The Apology by Plato 

• Enchiridion by Epictetus 

• The Republic by Plato [Excerpt] 

• On Liberty by John Stuart Mill [Excerpts] 

• Phaedo by Plato [Excerpt] 

• How Much Land Does a Man Need? by Leo Tolstoy 

• The Problems of Philosophy by Bertrand Russell [Excerpt]
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SECTION 1: THE GOOD LIFE 
 
 

Voltaire is one of the most famous French philosophers of the 18th 

century. This short story, The Good Brahmin (translated by William 

F. Fleming), introduces many of the key themes that will be 

explored in this collection: What is the good life, and what role does 

philosophy play in it? How can we acquire wisdom? Does life have 

meaning or is it meaningless? Voltaire eloquently asks these 

questions but ultimately leaves the reader to answer for themselves. 

READING: THE GOOD BRAHMIN BY VOLTAIRE 

In my travels I once happened to meet with an aged Bramin. This 
man had a great share of understanding and prudence, and was very 
learned. He was also very rich, and his riches added greatly to his 
popularity; for, wanting nothing that wealth could procure, he had 
no desire to defraud any one. His family was admirably managed by 
three handsome wives, who always studied to please him; and when 
he was weary of their society, he had recourse to the study of 
philosophy. 

Not far from his house, which was handsome, well-furnished 
and embellished with delightful gardens, dwelt an old Indian 
woman who was a great bigot, ignorant, and withall very poor. 

"I wish," said the Bramin to me one day, "I had never been 
born!" 

"Why so?" said I. 
"Because," replied he, "I have been studying these forty years, 

and I find it has been so much time lost. While I teach others I 
know nothing myself. The sense of my condition is so humiliating, 
it makes all things so distasteful to me, that life has become a 
burden. I have been born, and I exist in time, without knowing what 
time is. I am placed, as our wise men say, in the confines between 
two eternities, and yet I have no idea of eternity. I am composed of 
matter, I think, but have never been able to satisfy myself what it is 
that produces thought. I even am ignorant whether my 
understanding is a simple faculty I possess, like that of walking and 
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digesting, or if I think with my head in the same manner as I take 
hold of a thing with my hands. I am not only thus in the dark with 
relation to the principles of thought, but the principles of my 
motions are entirely unknown to me. I do not know why I exist, 
and yet I am applied to every day for a solution of the enigma. I 
must return an answer, but can say nothing satisfactory on the 
subject. I talk a great deal, and when I have done speaking remain 
confounded and ashamed of what I have said." 

"I am in still greater perplexity when I am asked if Brama was 
produced by Vishnu, or if they have both existed from eternity. 
God is my judge that I know nothing of the matter, as plainly 
appears by my answers. 'Reverend father,' says one, 'be pleased to 
inform me how evil is spread over the face of the earth.' I am as 
much at a loss as those who ask the question. Sometimes I tell them 
that every thing is for the best; but those who have the gout or the 
stone—those who have lost their fortunes or their limbs in the 
wars—believe as little of this assertion as I do myself. I retire to my 
own house full of curiosity, and endeavor to enlighten my ignorance 
by consulting the writings of our ancient sages, but they only serve 
to bewilder me the more. When I talk with my brethren upon this 
subject, some tell me we ought to make the most of life and laugh 
at the world. Others think they know something, and lose 
themselves in vain and chimerical hypotheses. Every effort I make 
to solve the mystery adds to the load I feel. Sometimes I am ready 
to fall into despair when I reflect that, after all my researches, I 
neither know from whence I came, what I am, whither I shall go, 
or what is to become of me." 

The condition in which I saw this good man gave me real 
concern. No one could be more rational, no one more open and 
honest. It appeared to me that the force of his understanding and 
the sensibility of his heart were the causes of his misery. 

The same day I had a conversation with the old woman, his 
neighbor. I asked her if she had ever been unhappy for not 
understanding how her soul was made? She did not even 
comprehend my question. She had not, for the briefest moment in 
her life, had a thought about these subjects with which the good 
Bramin had so tormented himself. She believed from the bottom 
of her heart in the metamorphoses of her god Vishnu, and, 
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provided she could get some of the sacred water of the Ganges in 
which to make her ablutions, she thought herself the happiest of 
women. 

Struck with the happiness of this poor creature, I returned to 
my philosopher, whom I thus addressed: 

"Are you not ashamed to be thus miserable when, not fifty yards 
from you, there is an old automaton who thinks of nothing and 
lives contented?" 

"You are right," he replied. "I have said to myself a thousand 
times that I should be happy if I were but as ignorant as my old 
neighbor, and yet it is a happiness I do not desire." 

This reply of the Bramin made a greater impression on me than 
any thing that had passed. I consulted my own heart and found that 
I myself should not wish to be happy on condition of being 
ignorant. 

I submitted this matter to some philosophers, and they were all 
of my opinion: and yet, said I, there is something very contradictory 
in this manner of thinking; for, after all, what is the question? Is it 
not to be happy? What signifies it then whether we have 
understandings or whether we are fools? Besides, there is this to be 
said: those who are contented with their condition are sure of that 
content; while those who have the faculty of reasoning are not 
always sure of reasoning right. It is evident then, I continued, that 
we ought rather to wish not to have common sense, if that common 
sense contributes to our being either miserable or wicked. 

They were all of my opinion, and yet not one of them could be 
found, to accept of happiness on the terms of being ignorant. From 
hence I concluded, that although we may set a great value upon 
happiness, we set a still greater upon reason. 

But after mature reflection upon this subject I still thought there 
was great madness in preferring reason to happiness. How is this 
contradiction to be explained? Like all other questions, a great deal 
may be said about it. 
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QUOTES ON THE GOOD LIFE 
 

We live in the age of philosophy, science, and intellect. Huge 

libraries are open for everyone. Everywhere we have schools, 

colleges, and universities which give us the wisdom of the people 

from many previous millennia. And what then? Have we become 

wiser for all this? Do we better understand our life, or the meaning 

of our existence? Do we know what is good for our life? 

- Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as quoted by Tolstoy, A Calendar of 

Wisdom, Jul. 9 

I have discovered that all the unhappiness of men arises from one 

single fact, that they cannot stay quietly in their own chamber. A 

man who has enough to live on, if he knew how to stay with 

pleasure at home, would not leave it to go to sea or to besiege a 

town. A commission in the army would not be bought so dearly, 

but that it is found insufferable not to budge from the town; and 

men only seek conversation and entering games, because they 

cannot remain with pleasure at home. But on further consideration, 

when, after finding the cause of all our ills, I have sought to discover 

the reason of it, I have found that there is one very real reason, 

namely, the natural poverty of our feeble and mortal condition, so 

miserable that nothing can comfort us when we think of it closely. 

- Blaise Pascal, Pensées, sect 2, 139 

It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; 

better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the 

fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, it is because they only 

know their own side of the question. 

- John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 2 
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When we say that pleasure is the end and aim … we mean the 

absence of pain in the body and of trouble in the soul. It is not an 

unbroken succession of drinking-bouts and of merrymaking, not 

sexual love, not the enjoyment of the fish and other delicacies of a 

luxurious table, which produce a pleasant life; it is sober reasoning, 

searching out the grounds of every choice and avoidance, and 

banishing those beliefs through which the greatest disturbances 

take possession of the soul. 

- Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus 

Those only are happy ... who have their minds fixed on some object 

other than their own happiness; on the happiness of others, on the 

improvement of mankind, even on some art or pursuit ... Ask 

yourself whether you are happy, and you cease to be so. 

- John Stuart Mill, Autobiography, ch. 5 

We are never so happy or so unhappy as we suppose.  

- Rochefoucauld, Moral Maxims, 128 

That life is worth living is the most necessary of assumptions and, 

were it not assumed, the most impossible of conclusions. 

- George Santayana, The Life of Reason, I, 10 

Human good turns out to be activity of soul in accordance with 

virtue, and if there are more than one virtue, in accordance with the 

best and most complete. But we must add ‘in a complete life.’ For 

one swallow does not make a summer, nor does one day; and so 

too one day, or a short time, does not make a man blessed and 

happy. 

- Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1097b22 
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It is no easy task to be good. For in everything it is no easy task to 

find the middle, e.g. to find the middle of a circle is not for every 

one but for him who knows; so, too, any one can get angry — that 

is easy — or give or spend money; but to do this to the right person, 

to the right extent, at the right time, with the right motive, and in 

the right way, that is not for every one, nor is it easy; wherefore 

goodness is both rare and laudable and noble. 

- Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1109a24 

The activity of philosophic wisdom is admittedly the pleasantest of 

virtuous activities; at all events the pursuit of it is thought to offer 

pleasures marvellous for their purity and their enduringness, and it 

is to be expected that those who know will pass their time more 

pleasantly than those who inquire. 

- Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1177a24 

Who can decide offhand which is absolutely better, to live or to 

understand life? We must do both alternately, and man can no more 

limit himself to either than a pair of scissors can cut with a single 

one of its blades. 

- William James, Some Problems of Philosophy, ch. 4 
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SECTION 2: LIFE AND DEATH 
 
 

Written by Seneca, a roman statesman and Stoic philosopher, On 

the Shortness of Life (translation by John. W. Basore) is a response to 

the common complaint that human lives are too short. Seneca 

argues that life is long if one manages their time well, but that the 

majority of people waste most of their precious time on pointless 

activities. This reading has been slightly abridged. 

READING: ON THE SHORTNESS OF LIFE BY 

SENECA 

THE majority of mortals, Paulinus, complain bitterly of the 
spitefulness of Nature, because we are born for a brief span of life, 
because even this space that has been granted to us rushes by so 
speedily and so swiftly that all save a very few find life at an end just 
when they are getting ready to live. … It is not that we have a short 
space of time, but that we waste much of it. Life is long enough, 
and it has been given in sufficiently generous measure to allow the 
accomplishment of the very greatest things if the whole of it is well 
invested. But when it is squandered in luxury and carelessness, 
when it is devoted to no good end, forced at last by the ultimate 
necessity we perceive that it has passed away before we were aware 
that it was passing. So it is—the life we receive is not short, but we 
make it so, nor do we have any lack of it, but are wasteful of it. Just 
as great and princely wealth is scattered in a moment when it comes 
into the hands of a bad owner, while wealth however limited, if it is 
entrusted to a good guardian, increases by use, so our life is amply 
long for him who orders it properly. 

Why do we complain of Nature? She has shown herself kindly; 
life, if you know how to use it, is long. But one man is possessed by 
an avarice that is insatiable, another by a toilsome devotion to tasks 
that are useless; one man is besotted with wine, another is paralyzed 
by sloth; one man is exhausted by an ambition that always hangs 
upon the decision of others, another, driven on by the greed of the 
trader, is led over all lands and all seas by the hope of gain; some 
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are tormented by a passion for war and are always either bent upon 
inflicting danger upon others or concerned about their own; some 
there are who are worn out by voluntary servitude in a thankless 
attendance upon the great; many are kept busy either in the pursuit 
of other men's fortune or in complaining of their own; many, 
following no fixed aim, shifting and inconstant and dissatisfied, are 
plunged by their fickleness into plans that are ever new; some have 
no fixed principle by which to direct their course, but Fate takes 
them unawares while they loll and yawn—so surely does it happen 
that I cannot doubt the truth of that utterance which the greatest 
of poets delivered with all the seeming of an oracle: "The part of 
life we really live is small." For all the rest of existence is not life, 
but merely time. Vices beset us and surround us on every side, and 
they do not permit us to rise anew and lift up our eyes for the 
discernment of truth, but they keep us down when once they have 
overwhelmed us and we are chained to lust. Their victims are never 
allowed to return to their true selves; if ever they chance to find 
some release, like the waters of the deep sea which continue to 
heave even after the storm is past, they are tossed about, and no 
rest from their lusts abides. Think you that I am speaking of the 
wretches whose evils are admitted? Look at those whose prosperity 
men flock to behold; they are smothered by their blessings. To how 
many are riches a burden! From how many do eloquence and the 
daily straining to display their powers draw forth blood! How many 
are pale from constant pleasures! To how many does the throng of 
clients that crowd about them leave no freedom! In short, run 
through the list of all these men from the lowest to the highest—
this man desires an advocate, this one answers the call, that one is 
on trial, that one defends him, that one gives sentence; no one 
asserts his claim to himself, everyone is wasted for the sake of 
another. Ask about the men whose names are known by heart, and 
you will see that these are the marks that distinguish them: A 
cultivates B and B cultivates C; no one is his own master. And then 
certain men show the most senseless indignation—they complain 
of the insolence of their superiors, because they were too busy to 
see them when they wished an audience! But can anyone have the 
hardihood to complain of the pride of another when he himself has 
no time to attend to himself? After all, no matter who you are, the 
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great man does sometimes look toward you even if his face is 
insolent, he does sometimes condescend to listen to your words, he 
permits you to appear at his side; but you never deign to look upon 
yourself, to give ear to yourself. There is no reason, therefore, to 
count anyone in debt for such services, seeing that, when you 
performed them, you had no wish for another's company, but could 
not endure your own. 

Though all the brilliant intellects of the ages were to concentrate 
upon this one theme, never could they adequately express their 
wonder at this dense darkness of the human mind. Men do not 
suffer anyone to seize their estates, and they rush to stones and 
arms if there is even the slightest dispute about the limit of their 
lands, yet they allow others to trespass upon their life—nay, they 
themselves even lead in those who will eventually possess it. No 
one is to be found who is willing to distribute his money, yet among 
how many does each one of us distribute his life! In guarding their 
fortune men are often closefisted, yet, when it comes to the matter 
of wasting time, in the case of the one thing in which it is right to 
be miserly, they show themselves most prodigal. And so I should 
like to lay hold upon someone from the company of older men and 
say: "I see that you have reached the farthest limit of human life, 
you are pressing hard upon your hundredth year, or are even 
beyond it; come now, recall your life and make a reckoning. 
Consider how much of your time was taken up with a moneylender, 
how much with a mistress, how much with a patron, how much 
with a client, how much in wrangling with your wife, how much in 
punishing your slaves, how much in rushing about the city on social 
duties. Add the diseases which we have caused by our own acts, 
add, too, the time that has lain idle and unused; you will see that 
you have fewer years to your credit than you count. Look back in 
memory and consider when you ever had a fixed plan, how few 
days have passed as you had intended, when you were ever at your 
own disposal, when your face ever wore its natural expression, 
when your mind was ever unperturbed, what work you have 
achieved in so long a life, how many have robbed you of life when 
you were not aware of what you were losing, how much was taken 
up in useless sorrow, in foolish joy, in greedy desire, in the 
allurements of society, how little of yourself was left to you; you 
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will perceive that you are dying before your season!" What, then, is 
the reason of this? You live as if you were destined to live forever, 
no thought of your frailty ever enters your head, of how much time 
has already gone by you take no heed. You squander time as if you 
drew from a full and abundant supply, though all the while that day 
which you bestow on some person or thing is perhaps your last. 
You have all the fears of mortals and all the desires of immortals. 
You will hear many men saying: "After my fiftieth year I shall retire 
into leisure, my sixtieth year shall release me from public duties." 
And what guarantee, pray, have you that your life will last longer? 
Who will suffer your course to be just as you plan it? Are you not 
ashamed to reserve for yourself only the remnant of life, and to set 
apart for wisdom only that time which cannot be devoted to any 
business? How late it is to begin to live just when we must cease to 
live! What foolish forgetfulness of mortality to postpone 
wholesome plans to the fiftieth and sixtieth year, and to intend to 
begin life at a point to which few have attained! … 

Everybody agrees that no one pursuit can be successfully 
followed by a man who is busied with many things—eloquence 
cannot, nor the liberal studies—since the mind, when its interests 
are divided, takes in nothing very deeply, but rejects everything that 
is, as it were, crammed into it. There is nothing the busy man is less 
busied with than living: there is nothing that is harder to learn. Of 
the other arts there are many teachers everywhere; some of them 
we have seen that mere boys have mastered so thoroughly that they 
could even play the master. It takes the whole of life to learn how 
to live, and—what will perhaps make you wonder more—it takes 
the whole of life to learn how to die. Many very great men, having 
laid aside all their encumbrances, having renounced riches, 
business, and pleasures, have made it their one aim up to the very 
end of life to know how to live; yet the greater number of them 
have departed from life confessing that they did not yet know—still 
less do those others know. Believe me, it takes a great man and one 
who has risen far above human weaknesses not to allow any of his 
time to be filched from him, and it follows that the life of such a 
man is very long because he has devoted wholly to himself whatever 
time he has had. None of it lay neglected and idle; none of it was 
under the control of another, for, guarding it most grudgingly, he 
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found nothing that was worthy to be taken in exchange for his time. 
And so that man had time enough, but those who have been robbed 
of much of their life by the public, have necessarily had too little of 
it.  

And there is no reason for you to suppose that these people are 
not sometimes aware of their loss. Indeed, you will hear many of 
those who are burdened by great prosperity cry out at times in the 
midst of their throngs of clients, or their pleadings in court, or their 
other glorious miseries: "I have no chance to live." Of course you 
have no chance! All those who summon you to themselves, turn 
you away from your own self. Of how many days has that defendant 
robbed you? Of how many that candidate? Of how many that old 
woman wearied with burying her heirs? Of how many that man 
who is shamming sickness for the purpose of exciting the greed of 
the legacy-hunters? Of how many that very powerful friend who 
has you and your like on the list, not of his friends, but of his 
retinue? Check off, I say, and review the days of your life; you will 
see that very few, and those the refuse, have been left for you. That 
man who had prayed for the fasces, when he attains them, desires to 
lay them aside and says over and over: "When will this year be 
over!" That man gives games, and, after setting great value on 
gaining the chance to give them, now says: "When shall I be rid of 
them?" That advocate is lionized throughout the whole forum, and 
fills all the place with a great crowd that stretches farther than he 
can be heard, yet he says: "When will vacation time come?" 
Everyone hurries his life on and suffers from a yearning for the 
future and a weariness of the present. But he who bestows all of his 
time on his own needs, who plans out every day as if it were his last, 
neither longs for nor fears the morrow. For what new pleasure is 
there that any hour can now bring? They are all known, all have 
been enjoyed to the full. Mistress Fortune may deal out the rest as 
she likes; his life has already found safety. Something may be added 
to it, but nothing taken from it, and he will take any addition as the 
man who is satisfied and filled takes the food which he does not 
desire and yet can hold. And so there is no reason for you to think 
that any man has lived long because he has grey hairs or wrinkles; 
he has not lived long—he has existed long. For what if you should 
think that that man had had a long voyage who had been caught by 
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a fierce storm as soon as he left harbour, and, swept hither and 
thither by a succession of winds that raged from different quarters, 
had been driven in a circle around the same course? Not much 
voyaging did he have, but much tossing about.  

I am often filled with wonder when I see some men demanding 
the time of others and those from whom they ask it most indulgent. 
Both of them fix their eyes on the object of the request for time, 
neither of them on the time itself; just as if what is asked were 
nothing, what is given, nothing. Men trifle with the most precious 
thing in the world; but they are blind to it because it is an 
incorporeal thing, because it does not come beneath the sight of 
the eyes, and for this reason it is counted a very cheap thing—nay, 
of almost no value at all. Men set very great store by pensions and 
doles, and for these they hire out their labour or service or effort. 
But no one sets a value on time; all use it lavishly as if it cost 
nothing. But see how these same people clasp the knees of 
physicians if they fall ill and the danger of death draws nearer, see 
how ready they are, if threatened with capital punishment, to spend 
all their possessions in order to live! So great is the inconsistency of 
their feelings. But if each one could have the number of his future 
years set before him as is possible in the case of the years that have 
passed, how alarmed those would be who saw only a few remaining, 
how sparing of them would they be! And yet it is easy to dispense 
an amount that is assured, no matter how small it may be; but that 
must be guarded more carefully which will fail you know not when.  

Yet there is no reason for you to suppose that these people do 
not know how precious a thing time is; for to those whom they love 
most devotedly they have a habit of saying that they are ready to 
give them a part of their own years. And they do give it, without 
realizing it; but the result of their giving is that they themselves 
suffer loss without adding to the years of their dear ones. But the 
very thing they do not know is whether they are suffering loss; 
therefore, the removal of something that is lost without being 
noticed they find is bearable. Yet no one will bring back the years, 
no one will bestow you once more on yourself. Life will follow the 
path it started upon, and will neither reverse nor check its course; 
it will make no noise, it will not remind you of its swiftness. Silent 
it will glide on; it will not prolong itself at the command of a king, 
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or at the applause of the populace. Just as it was started on its first 
day, so it will run; nowhere will it turn aside, nowhere will it delay. 
And what will be the result? You have been engrossed, life hastens 
by; meanwhile death will be at hand, for which, willy nilly, you must 
find leisure. … 

Life is divided into three periods—that which has been, that 
which is, that which will be. Of these the present time is short, the 
future is doubtful, the past is certain. For the last is the one over 
which Fortune has lost control, is the one which cannot be brought 
back under any man's power. But men who are engrossed lose this; 
for they have no time to look back upon the past, and even if they 
should have, it is not pleasant to recall something they must view 
with regret. They are, therefore, unwilling to direct their thoughts 
backward to ill-spent hours, and those whose vices become obvious 
if they review the past, even the vices which were disguised under 
some allurement of momentary pleasure, do not have the courage 
to revert to those hours. No one willingly turns his thought back to 
the past, unless all his acts have been submitted to the censorship 
of his conscience, which is never deceived; he who has ambitiously 
coveted, proudly scorned, recklessly conquered, treacherously 
betrayed, greedily seized, or lavishly squandered, must needs fear 
his own memory. And yet this is the part of our time that is sacred 
and set apart, put beyond the reach of all human mishaps, and 
removed from the dominion of Fortune, the part which is 
disquieted by no want, by no fear, by no attacks of disease; this can 
neither be troubled nor be snatched away—it is an everlasting and 
unanxious possession. The present offers only one day at a time, 
and each by minutes; but all the days of past time will appear when 
you bid them, they will suffer you to behold them and keep them 
at your will—a thing which those who are engrossed have no time 
to do. The mind that is untroubled and tranquil has the power to 
roam into all the parts of its life; but the minds of the engrossed, 
just as if weighted by a yoke, cannot turn and look behind. And so 
their life vanishes into an abyss; and as it does no good, no matter 
how much water you pour into a vessel, if there is no bottom to 
receive and hold it, so with time—it makes no difference how much 
is given; if there is nothing for it to settle upon, it passes out through 
the chinks and holes of the mind. Present time is very brief, so brief, 
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indeed, that to some there seems to be none; for it is always in 
motion, it ever flows and hurries on; it ceases to be before it has 
come, and can no more brook delay than the firmament or the stars, 
whose ever unresting movement never lets them abide in the same 
track. The engrossed, therefore, are concerned with present time 
alone, and it is so brief that it cannot be grasped, and even this is 
filched away from them, distracted as they are among many things.  

In a word, do you want to know how they do not "live long"? 
See how eager they are to live long! Decrepit old men beg in their 
prayers for the addition of a few more years; they pretend that they 
are younger than they are; they comfort themselves with a 
falsehood, and are as pleased to deceive themselves as if they 
deceived Fate at the same time. But when at last some infirmity has 
reminded them of their mortality, in what terror do they die, feeling 
that they are being dragged out of life, and not merely leaving it. 
They cry out that they have been fools, because they have not really 
lived, and that they will live henceforth in leisure if only they escape 
from this illness; then at last they reflect how uselessly they have 
striven for things which they did not enjoy, and how all their toil 
has gone for nothing. But for those whose life is passed remote 
from all business, why should it not be ample? None of it is assigned 
to another, none of it is scattered in this direction and that, none of 
it is committed to Fortune, none of it perishes from neglect, none 
is subtracted by wasteful giving, none of it is unused; the whole of 
it, so to speak, yields income. And so, however small the amount 
of it, it is abundantly sufficient, and therefore, whenever his last day 
shall come, the wise man will not hesitate to go to meet death with 
steady step. 

Perhaps you ask whom I would call "the engrossed"? There is 
no reason for you to suppose that I mean only those whom the 
dogs that have at length been let in drive out from the law-court, 
those whom you see either gloriously crushed in their own crowd 
of followers, or scornfully in someone else's, those whom social 
duties call forth from their own homes to bump them against 
someone else's doors, or whom the praetor's hammer keeps busy 
in seeking gain that is disreputable and that will one day fester. Even 
the leisure of some men is engrossed; in their villa or on their couch, 
in the midst of solitude, although they have withdrawn from all 
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others, they are themselves the source of their own worry; we 
should say that these are living, not in leisure, but in busy idleness. 
Would you say that that man is at leisure who arranges with finical 
care his Corinthian bronzes, that the mania of a few makes costly, 
and spends the greater part of each day upon rusty bits of copper? 
Who sits in a public wrestling-place (for, to our shame! we labour 
with vices that are not even Roman) watching the wrangling of lads? 
Who sorts out the herds of his pack-mules into pairs of the same 
age and colour? Who feeds all the newest athletes? Tell me, would 
you say that those men are at leisure who pass many hours at the 
barber's while they are being stripped of whatever grew out the 
night before? while a solemn debate is held over each separate hair? 
while either disarranged locks are restored to their place or thinning 
ones drawn from this side and that toward the forehead? How 
angry they get if the barber has been a bit too careless, just as if he 
were shearing a real man! How they flare up if any of their mane is 
lopped off, if any of it lies out of order, if it does not all fall into its 
proper ringlets! Who of these would not rather have the state 
disordered than his hair? Who is not more concerned to have his 
head trim rather than safe? Who would not rather be well barbered 
than upright? Would you say that these are at leisure who are 
occupied with the comb and the mirror? And what of those who 
are engaged in composing, hearing, and learning songs, while they 
twist the voice, whose best and simplest movement Nature 
designed to be straightforward, into the meanderings of some 
indolent tune, who are always snapping their fingers as they beat 
time to some song they have in their head, who are overheard 
humming a tune when they have been summoned to serious, often 
even melancholy, matters? These have not leisure, but idle 
occupation. And their banquets, Heaven knows! I cannot reckon 
among their unoccupied hours, since I see how anxiously they set 
out their silver plate, how diligently they tie up the tunics of their 
pretty slave-boys, how breathlessly they watch to see in what style 
the wild boar issues from the hands of the cook, with what speed 
at a given signal smooth-faced boys hurry to perform their duties, 
with what skill the birds are carved into portions all according to 
rule, how carefully unhappy little lads wipe up the spittle of 
drunkards. By such means they seek the reputation of being 
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fastidious and elegant, and to such an extent do their evils follow 
them into all the privacies of life that they can neither eat nor drink 
without ostentation. And I would not count these among the 
leisured class either—the men who have themselves borne hither 
and thither in a sedan-chair and a litter, and are punctual at the 
hours for their rides as if it were unlawful to omit them, who are 
reminded by someone else when they must bathe, when they must 
swim, when they must dine; so enfeebled are they by the excessive 
lassitude of a pampered mind that they cannot find out by 
themselves whether they are hungry! I hear that one of these 
pampered people—provided that you can call it pampering to 
unlearn the habits of human life—when he had been lifted by hands 
from the bath and placed in his sedan-chair, said questioningly: 
"Am I now seated?" Do you think that this man, who does not 
know whether he is sitting, knows whether he is alive, whether he 
sees, whether he is at leisure? I find it hard to say whether I pity him 
more if he really did not know, or if he pretended not to know this. 
They really are subject to forgetfulness of many things, but they also 
pretend forgetfulness of many. Some vices delight them as being 
proofs of their prosperity; it seems the part of a man who is very 
lowly and despicable to know what he is doing. After this imagine 
that the mimes fabricate many things to make a mock of luxury! In 
very truth, they pass over more than they invent, and such a 
multitude of unbelievable vices has come forth in this age, so clever 
in this one direction, that by now we can charge the mimes with 
neglect. To think that there is anyone who is so lost in luxury that 
he takes another's word as to whether he is sitting down! This man, 
then, is not at leisure, you must apply to him a different term—he 
is sick, nay, he is dead; that man is at leisure, who has also a 
perception of his leisure. But this other who is half alive, who, in 
order that he may know the postures of his own body, needs 
someone to tell him—how can he be the master of any of his time? 
… 

Of all men they alone are at leisure who take time for philosophy, 
they alone really live; for they are not content to be good guardians 
of their own lifetime only. They annex every age to their own; all 
the years that have gone before them are an addition to their store. 
Unless we are most ungrateful, all those men, glorious fashioners 
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of holy thoughts, were born for us; for us they have prepared a way 
of life. By other men's labours we are led to the sight of things most 
beautiful that have been wrested from darkness and brought into 
light; from no age are we shut out, we have access to all ages, and 
if it is our wish, by greatness of mind, to pass beyond the narrow 
limits of human weakness, there is a great stretch of time through 
which we may roam. We may argue with Socrates, we may doubt 
with Carneades, find peace with Epicurus, overcome human nature 
with the Stoics, exceed it with the Cynics. Since Nature allows us to 
enter into fellowship with every age, why should we not turn from 
this paltry and fleeting span of time and surrender ourselves with 
all our soul to the past, which is boundless, which is eternal, which 
we share with our betters?  

Those who rush about in the performance of social duties, who 
give themselves and others no rest, when they have fully indulged 
their madness, when they have every day crossed everybody's 
threshold, and have left no open door unvisited, when they have 
carried around their venal greeting to houses that are very far 
apart—out of a city so huge and torn by such varied desires, how 
few will they be able to see? How many will there be who either 
from sleep or self-indulgence or rudeness will keep them out! How 
many who, when they have tortured them with long waiting, will 
rush by, pretending to be in a hurry! How many will avoid passing 
out through a hall that is crowded with clients, and will make their 
escape through some concealed door as if it were not more 
discourteous to deceive than to exclude. How many, still half asleep 
and sluggish from last night's debauch, scarcely lifting their lips in 
the midst of a most insolent yawn, manage to bestow on yonder 
poor wretches, who break their own slumber in order to wait on 
that of another, the right name only after it has been whispered to 
them a thousand times!  

But we may fairly say that they alone are engaged in the true 
duties of life who shall wish to have Zeno, Pythagoras, Democritus, 
and all the other high priests of liberal studies, and Aristotle and 
Theophrastus, as their most intimate friends every day. No one of 
these will be "not at home," no one of these will fail to have his 
visitor leave more happy and more devoted to himself than when 
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he came, no one of these will allow anyone to leave him with empty 
hands; all mortals can meet with them by night or by day.  

No one of these will force you to die, but all will teach you how 
to die; no one of these will wear out your years, but each will add 
his own years to yours; conversations with no one of these will 
bring you peril, the friendship of none will endanger your life, the 
courting of none will tax your purse. From them you will take 
whatever you wish; it will be no fault of theirs if you do not draw 
the utmost that you can desire. What happiness, what a fair old age 
awaits him who has offered himself as a client to these! He will have 
friends from whom he may seek counsel on matters great and small, 
whom he may consult every day about himself, from whom he may 
hear truth without insult, praise without flattery, and after whose 
likeness he may fashion himself.  

We are wont to say that it was not in our power to choose the 
parents who fell to our lot, that they have been given to men by 
chance; yet we may be the sons of whomsoever we will. Households 
there are of noblest intellects; choose the one into which you wish 
to be adopted; you will inherit not merely their name, but even their 
property, which there will be no need to guard in a mean or 
niggardly spirit; the more persons you share it with, the greater it 
will become. These will open to you the path to immortality, and 
will raise you to a height from which no one is cast down. This is 
the only way of prolonging mortality—nay, of turning it into 
immortality. Honours, monuments, all that ambition has 
commanded by decrees or reared in works of stone, quickly sink to 
ruin; there is nothing that the lapse of time does not tear down and 
remove. But the works which philosophy has consecrated cannot 
be harmed; no age will destroy them, no age reduce them; the 
following and each succeeding age will but increase the reverence 
for them, since envy works upon what is close at hand, and things 
that are far off we are more free to admire. The life of the 
philosopher, therefore, has wide range, and he is not confined by 
the same bounds that shut others in. He alone is freed from the 
limitations of the human race; all ages serve him as if a god. Has 
some time passed by? This he embraces by recollection. Is time 
present? This he uses. Is it still to come? This he anticipates. He 
makes his life long by combining all times into one.  
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But those who forget the past, neglect the present, and fear for 
the future have a life that is very brief and troubled; when they have 
reached the end of it, the poor wretches perceive too late that for 
such a long while they have been busied in doing nothing. Nor 
because they sometimes invoke death, have you any reason to think 
it any proof that they find life long. In their folly they are harassed 
by shifting emotions which rush them into the very things they 
dread; they often pray for death because they fear it. And, too, you 
have no reason to think that this is any proof that they are living a 
long time—the fact that the day often seems to them long, the fact 
that they complain that the hours pass slowly until the time set for 
dinner arrives; for, whenever their engrossments fail them, they are 
restless because they are left with nothing to do, and they do not 
know how to dispose of their leisure or to drag out the time. And 
so they strive for something else to occupy them, and all the 
intervening time is irksome; exactly as they do when a gladiatorial 
exhibition is been announced, or when they are waiting for the 
appointed time of some other show or amusement, they want to 
skip over the days that lie between. All postponement of something 
they hope for seems long to them. Yet the time which they enjoy is 
short and swift, and it is made much shorter by their own fault; for 
they flee from one pleasure to another and cannot remain fixed in 
one desire. Their days are not long to them, but hateful; yet, on the 
other hand, how scanty seem the nights which they spend in the 
arms of a harlot or in wine! It is this also that accounts for the 
madness of poets in fostering human frailties by the tales in which 
they represent that Jupiter under the enticement of the pleasures of 
a lover doubled the length of the night. For what is it but to inflame 
our vices to inscribe the name of the gods as their sponsors, and to 
present the excused indulgence of divinity as an example to our 
own weakness? Can the nights which they pay for so dearly fail to 
seem all too short to these men? They lose the day in expectation 
of the night, and the night in fear of the dawn. 

The very pleasures of such men are uneasy and disquieted by 
alarms of various sorts, and at the very moment of rejoicing the 
anxious thought comes over them: How long will these things last?" 
This feeling has led kings to weep over the power they possessed, 
and they have not so much delighted in the greatness of their 
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fortune, as they have viewed with terror the end to which it must 
some time come. When the King of Persia, in all the insolence of 
his pride, spread his army over the vast plains and could not grasp 
its number but simply its measure, he shed copious tears because 
inside of a hundred years not a man of such a mighty army would 
be alive. But he who wept was to bring upon them their fate, was 
to give some to their doom on the sea, some on the land, some in 
battle, some in flight, and within a short time was to destroy all 
those for whose hundredth year he had such fear. And why is it that 
even their joys are uneasy from fear? Because they do not rest on 
stable causes, but are perturbed as groundlessly as they are born. 
But of what sort do you think those times are which even by their 
own confession are wretched, since even the joys by which they are 
exalted and lifted above mankind are by no means pure? All the 
greatest blessings are a source of anxiety, and at no time is fortune 
less wisely trusted than when it is best; to maintain prosperity there 
is need of other prosperity, and in behalf of the prayers that have 
turned out well we must make still other prayers. For everything 
that comes to us from chance is unstable, and the higher it rises, the 
more liable it is to fall. Moreover, what is doomed to perish brings 
pleasure to no one; very wretched, therefore, and not merely short, 
must the life of those be who work hard to gain what they must 
work harder to keep. By great toil they attain what they wish, and 
with anxiety hold what they have attained; meanwhile they take no 
account of time that will never more return. New engrossments 
take the place of the old, hope leads to new hope, ambition to new 
ambition. They do not seek an end of their wretchedness, but 
change the cause. … Reasons for anxiety will never be lacking, 
whether born of prosperity or of wretchedness; life pushes on in a 
succession of engrossments. We shall always pray for leisure, but 
never enjoy it. 

And so, my dearest Paulinus, tear yourself away from the crowd, 
and, too much storm-tossed for the time you have lived, at length 
withdraw into a peaceful harbour. Think of how many waves you 
have encountered, how many storms, on the one hand, you have 
sustained in private life, how many, on the other, you have brought 
upon yourself in public life; long enough has your virtue been 
displayed in laborious and unceasing proofs—try how it will behave 
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in leisure. The greater part of your life, certainly the better part of 
it, has been given to the state; take now some part of your time for 
yourself as well. And I do not summon you to slothful or idle 
inaction, or to drown all your native energy in slumbers and the 
pleasures that are dear to the crowd. That is not to rest; you will 
find far greater works than all those you have hitherto performed 
so energetically, to occupy you in the midst of your release and 
retirement. … 

Do you retire to these quieter, safer, greater things! Think you 
that it is just the same whether you are concerned in having corn 
from oversea poured into the granaries, unhurt either by the 
dishonesty or the neglect of those who transport it, in seeing that it 
does not become heated and spoiled by collecting moisture and 
tallies in weight and measure, or whether you enter upon these 
sacred and lofty studies with the purpose of discovering what 
substance, what pleasure, what mode of life, what shape God has; 
what fate awaits your soul; where Nature lays us to rest when we 
are freed from the body; what the principle is that upholds all the 
heaviest matter in the centre of this world, suspends the light on 
high, carries fire to the topmost part, summons the stars to their 
proper changes—and other matters, in turn, full of mighty 
wonders? You really must leave the ground and turn your mind's 
eye upon these things! Now while the blood is hot, we must enter 
with brisk step upon the better course. In this kind of life there 
awaits much that is good to know—the love and practice of the 
virtues, forgetfulness of the passions, knowledge of living and 
dying, and a life of deep repose.  

The condition of all who are engrossed is wretched, but most 
wretched is the condition of those who labour at engrossments that 
are not even their own, who regulate their sleep by that of another, 
their walk by the pace of another, who are under orders in case of 
the freest things in the world—loving and hating. If these wish to 
know how short their life is, let them reflect how small a part of it 
is their own.  

And so when you see a man often wearing the robe of office, 
when you see one whose name is famous in the Forum, do not envy 
him; those things are bought at the price of life. They will waste all 
their years, in order that they may have one year reckoned by their 
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name. Life has left some in the midst of their first struggles, before 
they could climb up to the height of their ambition; some, when 
they have crawled up through a thousand indignities to the 
crowning dignity, have been possessed by the unhappy thought that 
they have but toiled for an inscription on a tomb; some who have 
come to extreme old age, while they adjusted it to new hopes as if 
it were youth, have had it fail from sheer weakness in the midst of 
their great and shameless endeavours. Shameful is he whose breath 
leaves him in the midst of a trial when, advanced in years and still 
courting the applause of an ignorant circle, he is pleading for some 
litigant who is the veriest stranger; disgraceful is he who, exhausted 
more quickly by his mode of living than by his labour, collapses in 
the very midst of his duties; disgraceful is he who dies in the act of 
receiving payments on account, and draws a smile from his long 
delayed heir. I cannot pass over an instance which occurs to me. 
Sextus Turannius was an old man of long tested diligence, who, 
after his ninetieth year, having received release from the duties of 
his office by Gaius Caesar's own act, ordered himself to be laid out 
on his bed and to be mourned by the assembled household as if he 
were dead. The whole house bemoaned the leisure of its old master, 
and did not end its sorrow until his accustomed work was restored 
to him. Is it really such pleasure for a man to die in harness? Yet 
very many have the same feeling; their desire for their labour lasts 
longer than their ability; they fight against the weakness of the body, 
they judge old age to be a hardship on no other score than because 
it puts them aside. The law does not draft a soldier after his fiftieth 
year, it does not call a senator after his sixtieth; it is more difficult 
for men to obtain leisure from themselves than from the law. 
Meantime, while they rob and are being robbed, while they break 
up each other's repose, while they make each other wretched, their 
life is without profit, without pleasure, without any improvement 
of the mind. No one keeps death in view, no one refrains from far-
reaching hopes; some men, indeed, even arrange for things that lie 
beyond life—huge masses of tombs and dedications of public 
works and gifts for their funeral-pyres and ostentatious funerals. 
But, in very truth, the funerals of such men ought to be conducted 
by the light of torches and wax tapers, as though they had lived but 
the tiniest span. 
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QUOTES ON LIFE AND DEATH 

 
Man at his birth is supple and submissive; at his death, stiff and 

unbending. So it is with all things. 

Trees and plants, in their early growth, are soft and fragile; at their 

death, dry and withered. 

Thus it is that: firmness and strength are the companions of death, 

softness and suppleness the companions of life. 

Hence: he who relies on the strength of his forces does not 

conquer; and: a tree which is strong and broad invites the axe. 

Therefore: what is firm and strong is inferior to what is soft and 

supple. 

- Laozi, Tao Te Ching, LXXVI 

Young men are fitter to invent, than to judge; fitter for execution, 

than for counsel; and fitter for new projects, than for settled 

business. For the experience of age, in things that fall within the 

compass of it, directeth them; but in new things, abuseth them. The 

errors of young men, are the ruin of business; but the errors of aged 

men, amount but to this, that more might have been done, or 

sooner. Young men, in the conduct and manage of actions, 

embrace more than they can hold; stir more than they can quiet; fly 

to the end, without consideration of the means and degrees; pursue 

some few principles, which they have chanced upon absurdly; care 

not to innovate, which draws unknown inconveniences; use 

extreme remedies at first; and, that which doubleth all errors, will 

not acknowledge or retract them; like an unready horse, that will 

neither stop nor turn. Men of age object too much, consult too 

long, adventure too little, repent too soon, and seldom drive 

business home to the full period, but content themselves with a 

mediocrity of success. 

- Francis Bacon, Of Youth and Age 
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Let us cherish and love old age; for it is full of pleasure if one knows 

how to use it. Fruits are most welcome when almost over; youth is 

most charming at its close; the last drink delights the toper, the glass 

which souses him and puts the finishing touch on his drunkenness. 

Each pleasure reserves to the end the greatest delights which it 

contains. Life is most delightful when it is on the downward slope, 

but has not yet reached the abrupt decline. And I myself believe 

that the period which stands, so to speak, on the edge of the roof, 

possesses pleasures of its own. Or else the very fact of our not 

wanting pleasures has taken the place of the pleasures themselves. 

How comforting it is to have tired out one's appetites, and to have 

done with them! 

- Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 12 

To live is not to breathe but to act. It is to make use of our organs, 

our senses, our faculties, of all the parts of ourselves which give us 

the sentiment of our existence. The man who has lived the most is 

not he who has counted the most years but he who has most felt 

life. 

- Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, bk. 1 

Habituate yourself to the belief that death is nothing to us, because 

all good and evil lies in consciousness and death is the loss of 

consciousness. Hence a right understanding of the fact that death 

is nothing to us renders enjoyable the mortality of life, not by 

adding infinite time but by taking away the yearning for immortality, 

for there is nothing to be feared while living by the man who has 

genuinely grasped the idea that there is nothing to be feared when 

not living. … Therefore death, the most frightening of evils, is 

nothing to us, for the excellent reason that while we live it is not 

here and when it is here we are not living. 

- Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus 
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He who pretends to look on death without fear lies. All men are 

afraid of dying, this is the great law of sentient beings, without 

which the entire human species would soon be destroyed. 

- Jean-Jacques Rousseau, La Nouvelle Héloïse 

He who has learned to die has unlearned slavery; he is above any 

external power, or, at any rate, he is beyond it. What terrors have 

prisons and bonds and bars for him? His way out is clear. There is 

only one chain which binds us to life, and that is the love of life. 

The chain may not be cast off, but it may be rubbed away, so that, 

when necessity shall demand, nothing may retard or hinder us from 

being ready to do at once that which at some time we are bound to 

do. 

- Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 26 

A man condemned to immediate execution will not think about the 

growth of his estate, or about achieving glory, or about the victory 

of one group over another, or about the discovery of a new planet. 

But one minute before his death a man may wish to console an 

abused person, or help an old person to stand up, or to put a 

bandage on someone’s injury, or to repair a toy for a child. 

- Leo Tolstoy, A Calendar of Wisdom, Feb. 2 

Memento mori—remember death! These are important words. If 

we kept in mind that we will soon inevitably die, our lives would be 

completely different. If a person knows that he will die in a half 

hour, he certainly will not bother doing trivial, stupid, or, especially, 

bad things during this half hour. Perhaps you have half a century 

before you die—what makes this any different from a half hour? 

- Leo Tolstoy, The Path of Life
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SECTION 3: THE UNEXAMINED LIFE 
 

In 399 B.C., in Athens, Socrates was brought to trial on charges of 
impiety and corrupting the youth. The Apology, written by Plato 
(translated by Benjamin Jowett), is an account of this trail. Socrates 
recalls how an oracle once proclaimed that he was the wisest man 
in Athens and how he made it his mission to test the oracles claim. 
In the process, he came to be hated for exposing the ignorance of 
those who thought they were wise. He explains why he will not stop 
his search for wisdom even if it means he will be put to death. Upon 
hearing his defence, the Athenian jury find him guilty and sentence 
him to death. 

READING: THE APOLOGY BY PLATO 

How you, O Athenians, have been affected by my accusers, I 
cannot tell; but I know that they almost made me forget who I was 
— so persuasively did they speak; and yet they have hardly uttered 
a word of truth. But of the many falsehoods told by them, there 
was one which quite amazed me; — I mean when they said that you 
should be upon your guard and not allow yourselves to be deceived 
by the force of my eloquence. To say this, when they were certain 
to be detected as soon as I opened my lips and proved myself to be 
anything but a great speaker, did indeed appear to me most 
shameless — unless by the force of eloquence they mean the force 
of truth; for is such is their meaning, I admit that I am eloquent. 
But in how different a way from theirs! Well, as I was saying, they 
have scarcely spoken the truth at all; but from me you shall hear the 
whole truth: not, however, delivered after their manner in a set 
oration duly ornamented with words and phrases. No, by heaven! 
but I shall use the words and arguments which occur to me at the 
moment; for I am confident in the justice of my cause (Or, I am 
certain that I am right in taking this course.): at my time of life I 
ought not to be appearing before you, O men of Athens, in the 
character of a juvenile orator — let no one expect it of me. And I 
must beg of you to grant me a favour:— If I defend myself in my 
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accustomed manner, and you hear me using the words which I have 
been in the habit of using in the agora, at the tables of the money-
changers, or anywhere else, I would ask you not to be surprised, 
and not to interrupt me on this account. For I am more than 
seventy years of age, and appearing now for the first time in a court 
of law, I am quite a stranger to the language of the place; and 
therefore I would have you regard me as if I were really a stranger, 
whom you would excuse if he spoke in his native tongue, and after 
the fashion of his country:— Am I making an unfair request of you? 
Never mind the manner, which may or may not be good; but think 
only of the truth of my words, and give heed to that: let the speaker 
speak truly and the judge decide justly. 

And first, I have to reply to the older charges and to my first 
accusers, and then I will go on to the later ones. For of old I have 
had many accusers, who have accused me falsely to you during 
many years; and I am more afraid of them than of Anytus and his 
associates, who are dangerous, too, in their own way. But far more 
dangerous are the others, who began when you were children, and 
took possession of your minds with their falsehoods, telling of one 
Socrates, a wise man, who speculated about the heaven above, and 
searched into the earth beneath, and made the worse appear the 
better cause. The disseminators of this tale are the accusers whom 
I dread; for their hearers are apt to fancy that such enquirers do not 
believe in the existence of the gods. And they are many, and their 
charges against me are of ancient date, and they were made by them 
in the days when you were more impressible than you are now — 
in childhood, or it may have been in youth — and the cause when 
heard went by default, for there was none to answer. And hardest 
of all, I do not know and cannot tell the names of my accusers; 
unless in the chance case of a Comic poet. All who from envy and 
malice have persuaded you — some of them having first convinced 
themselves — all this class of men are most difficult to deal with; 
for I cannot have them up here, and cross-examine them, and 
therefore I must simply fight with shadows in my own defence, and 
argue when there is no one who answers. I will ask you then to 
assume with me, as I was saying, that my opponents are of two 
kinds; one recent, the other ancient: and I hope that you will see the 
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propriety of my answering the latter first, for these accusations you 
heard long before the others, and much oftener. 

Well, then, I must make my defence, and endeavour to clear 
away in a short time, a slander which has lasted a long time. May I 
succeed, if to succeed be for my good and yours, or likely to avail 
me in my cause! The task is not an easy one; I quite understand the 
nature of it. And so leaving the event with God, in obedience to the 
law I will now make my defence. 

I will begin at the beginning, and ask what is the accusation 
which has given rise to the slander of me, and in fact has 
encouraged Meletus to proof this charge against me. Well, what do 
the slanderers say? They shall be my prosecutors, and I will sum up 
their words in an affidavit: ‘Socrates is an evil-doer, and a curious 
person, who searches into things under the earth and in heaven, 
and he makes the worse appear the better cause; and he teaches the 
aforesaid doctrines to others.’ Such is the nature of the accusation: 
it is just what you have yourselves seen in the comedy of 
Aristophanes (Aristoph., Clouds.), who has introduced a man 
whom he calls Socrates, going about and saying that he walks in air, 
and talking a deal of nonsense concerning matters of which I do 
not pretend to know either much or little — not that I mean to 
speak disparagingly of any one who is a student of natural 
philosophy. I should be very sorry if Meletus could bring so grave 
a charge against me. But the simple truth is, O Athenians, that I 
have nothing to do with physical speculations. Very many of those 
here present are witnesses to the truth of this, and to them I appeal. 
Speak then, you who have heard me, and tell your neighbours 
whether any of you have ever known me hold forth in few words 
or in many upon such matters . . . You hear their answer. And from 
what they say of this part of the charge you will be able to judge of 
the truth of the rest. 

As little foundation is there for the report that I am a teacher, 
and take money; this accusation has no more truth in it than the 
other. Although, if a man were really able to instruct mankind, to 
receive money for giving instruction would, in my opinion, be an 
honour to him. There is Gorgias of Leontium, and Prodicus of 
Ceos, and Hippias of Elis, who go the round of the cities, and are 
able to persuade the young men to leave their own citizens by 
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whom they might be taught for nothing, and come to them whom 
they not only pay, but are thankful if they may be allowed to pay 
them. There is at this time a Parian philosopher residing in Athens, 
of whom I have heard; and I came to hear of him in this way:— I 
came across a man who has spent a world of money on the 
Sophists, Callias, the son of Hipponicus, and knowing that he had 
sons, I asked him: ‘Callias,’ I said, ‘if your two sons were foals or 
calves, there would be no difficulty in finding some one to put over 
them; we should hire a trainer of horses, or a farmer probably, who 
would improve and perfect them in their own proper virtue and 
excellence; but as they are human beings, whom are you thinking 
of placing over them? Is there any one who understands human and 
political virtue? You must have thought about the matter, for you 
have sons; is there any one?’ ‘There is,’ he said. ‘Who is he?’ said I; 
‘and of what country? and what does he charge?’ ‘Evenus the 
Parian,’ he replied; ‘he is the man, and his charge is five minae.’ 
Happy is Evenus, I said to myself, if he really has this wisdom, and 
teaches at such a moderate charge. Had I the same, I should have 
been very proud and conceited; but the truth is that I have no 
knowledge of the kind. 

I dare say, Athenians, that some one among you will reply, ‘Yes, 
Socrates, but what is the origin of these accusations which are 
brought against you; there must have been something strange which 
you have been doing? All these rumours and this talk about you 
would never have arisen if you had been like other men: tell us, 
then, what is the cause of them, for we should be sorry to judge 
hastily of you.’ Now I regard this as a fair challenge, and I will 
endeavour to explain to you the reason why I am called wise and 
have such an evil fame. Please to attend then. And although some 
of you may think that I am joking, I declare that I will tell you the 
entire truth. Men of Athens, this reputation of mine has come of a 
certain sort of wisdom which I possess. If you ask me what kind of 
wisdom, I reply, wisdom such as may perhaps be attained by man, 
for to that extent I am inclined to believe that I am wise; whereas 
the persons of whom I was speaking have a superhuman wisdom 
which I may fail to describe, because I have it not myself; and he 
who says that I have, speaks falsely, and is taking away my character. 
And here, O men of Athens, I must beg you not to interrupt me, 
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even if I seem to say something extravagant. For the word which I 
will speak is not mine. I will refer you to a witness who is worthy 
of credit; that witness shall be the God of Delphi — he will tell you 
about my wisdom, if I have any, and of what sort it is. You must 
have known Chaerephon; he was early a friend of mine, and also a 
friend of yours, for he shared in the recent exile of the people, and 
returned with you. Well, Chaerephon, as you know, was very 
impetuous in all his doings, and he went to Delphi and boldly asked 
the oracle to tell him whether — as I was saying, I must beg you 
not to interrupt — he asked the oracle to tell him whether anyone 
was wiser than I was, and the Pythian prophetess answered, that 
there was no man wiser. Chaerephon is dead himself; but his 
brother, who is in court, will confirm the truth of what I am saying. 

Why do I mention this? Because I am going to explain to you 
why I have such an evil name. When I heard the answer, I said to 
myself, What can the god mean? and what is the interpretation of 
his riddle? for I know that I have no wisdom, small or great. What 
then can he mean when he says that I am the wisest of men? And 
yet he is a god, and cannot lie; that would be against his nature. 
After long consideration, I thought of a method of trying the 
question. I reflected that if I could only find a man wiser than 
myself, then I might go to the god with a refutation in my hand. I 
should say to him, ‘Here is a man who is wiser than I am; but you 
said that I was the wisest.’ Accordingly I went to one who had the 
reputation of wisdom, and observed him — his name I need not 
mention; he was a politician whom I selected for examination — 
and the result was as follows: When I began to talk with him, I 
could not help thinking that he was not really wise, although he was 
thought wise by many, and still wiser by himself; and thereupon I 
tried to explain to him that he thought himself wise, but was not 
really wise; and the consequence was that he hated me, and his 
enmity was shared by several who were present and heard me. So I 
left him, saying to myself, as I went away: Well, although I do not 
suppose that either of us knows anything really beautiful and good, 
I am better off than he is — for he knows nothing, and thinks that 
he knows; I neither know nor think that I know. In this latter 
particular, then, I seem to have slightly the advantage of him. Then 
I went to another who had still higher pretensions to wisdom, and 
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my conclusion was exactly the same. Whereupon I made another 
enemy of him, and of many others besides him. 

Then I went to one man after another, being not unconscious 
of the enmity which I provoked, and I lamented and feared this: 
but necessity was laid upon me — the word of God, I thought, 
ought to be considered first. And I said to myself, Go I must to all 
who appear to know, and find out the meaning of the oracle. And 
I swear to you, Athenians, by the dog I swear! — for I must tell you 
the truth — the result of my mission was just this: I found that the 
men most in repute were all but the most foolish; and that others 
less esteemed were really wiser and better. I will tell you the tale of 
my wanderings and of the ‘Herculean’ labours, as I may call them, 
which I endured only to find at last the oracle irrefutable. After the 
politicians, I went to the poets; tragic, dithyrambic, and all sorts. 
And there, I said to myself, you will be instantly detected; now you 
will find out that you are more ignorant than they are. Accordingly, 
I took them some of the most elaborate passages in their own 
writings, and asked what was the meaning of them — thinking that 
they would teach me something. Will you believe me? I am almost 
ashamed to confess the truth, but I must say that there is hardly a 
person present who would not have talked better about their poetry 
than they did themselves. Then I knew that not by wisdom do poets 
write poetry, but by a sort of genius and inspiration; they are like 
diviners or soothsayers who also say many fine things, but do not 
understand the meaning of them. The poets appeared to me to be 
much in the same case; and I further observed that upon the 
strength of their poetry they believed themselves to be the wisest 
of men in other things in which they were not wise. So I departed, 
conceiving myself to be superior to them for the same reason that 
I was superior to the politicians. 

At last I went to the artisans. I was conscious that I knew 
nothing at all, as I may say, and I was sure that they knew many fine 
things; and here I was not mistaken, for they did know many things 
of which I was ignorant, and in this they certainly were wiser than 
I was. But I observed that even the good artisans fell into the same 
error as the poets; — because they were good workmen they 
thought that they also knew all sorts of high matters, and this defect 
in them overshadowed their wisdom; and therefore I asked myself 
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on behalf of the oracle, whether I would like to be as I was, neither 
having their knowledge nor their ignorance, or like them in both; 
and I made answer to myself and to the oracle that I was better off 
as I was. 

This inquisition has led to my having many enemies of the worst 
and most dangerous kind, and has given occasion also to many 
calumnies. And I am called wise, for my hearers always imagine that 
I myself possess the wisdom which I find wanting in others: but the 
truth is, O men of Athens, that God only is wise; and by his answer 
he intends to show that the wisdom of men is worth little or 
nothing; he is not speaking of Socrates, he is only using my name 
by way of illustration, as if he said, He, O men, is the wisest, who, 
like Socrates, knows that his wisdom is in truth worth nothing. And 
so I go about the world, obedient to the god, and search and make 
enquiry into the wisdom of any one, whether citizen or stranger, 
who appears to be wise; and if he is not wise, then in vindication of 
the oracle I show him that he is not wise; and my occupation quite 
absorbs me, and I have no time to give either to any public matter 
of interest or to any concern of my own, but I am in utter poverty 
by reason of my devotion to the god. 

There is another thing:— young men of the richer classes, who 
have not much to do, come about me of their own accord; they like 
to hear the pretenders examined, and they often imitate me, and 
proceed to examine others; there are plenty of persons, as they 
quickly discover, who think that they know something, but really 
know little or nothing; and then those who are examined by them 
instead of being angry with themselves are angry with me: This 
confounded Socrates, they say; this villainous misleader of youth! 
— and then if somebody asks them, Why, what evil does he practise 
or teach? they do not know, and cannot tell; but in order that they 
may not appear to be at a loss, they repeat the ready-made charges 
which are used against all philosophers about teaching things up in 
the clouds and under the earth, and having no gods, and making 
the worse appear the better cause; for they do not like to confess 
that their pretence of knowledge has been detected — which is the 
truth; and as they are numerous and ambitious and energetic, and 
are drawn up in battle array and have persuasive tongues, they have 
filled your ears with their loud and inveterate calumnies. And this 
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is the reason why my three accusers, Meletus and Anytus and 
Lycon, have set upon me; Meletus, who has a quarrel with me on 
behalf of the poets; Anytus, on behalf of the craftsmen and 
politicians; Lycon, on behalf of the rhetoricians: and as I said at the 
beginning, I cannot expect to get rid of such a mass of calumny all 
in a moment. And this, O men of Athens, is the truth and the whole 
truth; I have concealed nothing, I have dissembled nothing. And 
yet, I know that my plainness of speech makes them hate me, and 
what is their hatred but a proof that I am speaking the truth? — 
Hence has arisen the prejudice against me; and this is the reason of 
it, as you will find out either in this or in any future enquiry. 

I have said enough in my defence against the first class of my 
accusers; I turn to the second class. They are headed by Meletus, 
that good man and true lover of his country, as he calls himself. 
Against these, too, I must try to make a defence:— Let their 
affidavit be read: it contains something of this kind: It says that 
Socrates is a doer of evil, who corrupts the youth; and who does 
not believe in the gods of the state, but has other new divinities of 
his own. Such is the charge; and now let us examine the particular 
counts. He says that I am a doer of evil, and corrupt the youth; but 
I say, O men of Athens, that Meletus is a doer of evil, in that he 
pretends to be in earnest when he is only in jest, and is so eager to 
bring men to trial from a pretended zeal and interest about matters 
in which he really never had the smallest interest. And the truth of 
this I will endeavour to prove to you. 

Come hither, Meletus, and let me ask a question of you. You 
think a great deal about the improvement of youth? 

Yes, I do. 
Tell the judges, then, who is their improver; for you must know, 

as you have taken the pains to discover their corrupter, and are 
citing and accusing me before them. Speak, then, and tell the judges 
who their improver is. — Observe, Meletus, that you are silent, and 
have nothing to say. But is not this rather disgraceful, and a very 
considerable proof of what I was saying, that you have no interest 
in the matter? Speak up, friend, and tell us who their improver is. 

The laws. 
But that, my good sir, is not my meaning. I want to know who 

the person is, who, in the first place, knows the laws. 
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The judges, Socrates, who are present in court. 
What, do you mean to say, Meletus, that they are able to instruct 

and improve youth? 
Certainly they are. 
What, all of them, or some only and not others? 
All of them. 
By the goddess Here, that is good news! There are plenty of 

improvers, then. And what do you say of the audience — do they 
improve them? 

Yes, they do. 
And the senators? 
Yes, the senators improve them. 
But perhaps the members of the assembly corrupt them? — or 

do they too improve them? 
They improve them. 
Then every Athenian improves and elevates them; all with the 

exception of myself; and I alone am their corrupter? Is that what 
you affirm? 

That is what I stoutly affirm. 
I am very unfortunate if you are right. But suppose I ask you a 

question: How about horses? Does one man do them harm and all 
the world good? Is not the exact opposite the truth? One man is 
able to do them good, or at least not many; — the trainer of horses, 
that is to say, does them good, and others who have to do with 
them rather injure them? Is not that true, Meletus, of horses, or of 
any other animals? Most assuredly it is; whether you and Anytus say 
yes or no. Happy indeed would be the condition of youth if they 
had one corrupter only, and all the rest of the world were their 
improvers. But you, Meletus, have sufficiently shown that you 
never had a thought about the young: your carelessness is seen in 
your not caring about the very things which you bring against me. 

And now, Meletus, I will ask you another question — by Zeus 
I will: Which is better, to live among bad citizens, or among good 
ones? Answer, friend, I say; the question is one which may be easily 
answered. Do not the good do their neighbours good, and the bad 
do them evil? 

Certainly. 
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And is there anyone who would rather be injured than benefited 
by those who live with him? Answer, my good friend, the law 
requires you to answer — does any one like to be injured? 

Certainly not. 
And when you accuse me of corrupting and deteriorating the 

youth, do you allege that I corrupt them intentionally or 
unintentionally? 

Intentionally, I say. 
But you have just admitted that the good do their neighbours 

good, and the evil do them evil. Now, is that a truth which your 
superior wisdom has recognized thus early in life, and am I, at my 
age, in such darkness and ignorance as not to know that if a man 
with whom I have to live is corrupted by me, I am very likely to be 
harmed by him; and yet I corrupt him, and intentionally, too — so 
you say, although neither I nor any other human being is ever likely 
to be convinced by you. But either I do not corrupt them, or I 
corrupt them unintentionally; and on either view of the case you lie. 
If my offence is unintentional, the law has no cognizance of 
unintentional offences: you ought to have taken me privately, and 
warned and admonished me; for if I had been better advised, I 
should have left off doing what I only did unintentionally — no 
doubt I should; but you would have nothing to say to me and 
refused to teach me. And now you bring me up in this court, which 
is a place not of instruction, but of punishment. 

It will be very clear to you, Athenians, as I was saying, that 
Meletus has no care at all, great or small, about the matter. But still 
I should like to know, Meletus, in what I am affirmed to corrupt 
the young. I suppose you mean, as I infer from your indictment, 
that I teach them not to acknowledge the gods which the state 
acknowledges, but some other new divinities or spiritual agencies 
in their stead. These are the lessons by which I corrupt the youth, 
as you say. 

Yes, that I say emphatically. 
Then, by the gods, Meletus, of whom we are speaking, tell me 

and the court, in somewhat plainer terms, what you mean! for I do 
not as yet understand whether you affirm that I teach other men to 
acknowledge some gods, and therefore that I do believe in gods, 
and am not an entire atheist — this you do not lay to my charge — 
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but only you say that they are not the same gods which the city 
recognizes — the charge is that they are different gods. Or, do you 
mean that I am an atheist simply, and a teacher of atheism? 

I mean the latter — that you are a complete atheist. 
What an extraordinary statement! Why do you think so, 

Meletus? Do you mean that I do not believe in the godhead of the 
sun or moon, like other men? 

I assure you, judges, that he does not: for he says that the sun is 
stone, and the moon earth. 

Friend Meletus, you think that you are accusing Anaxagoras: and 
you have but a bad opinion of the judges, if you fancy them illiterate 
to such a degree as not to know that these doctrines are found in 
the books of Anaxagoras the Clazomenian, which are full of them. 
And so, forsooth, the youth are said to be taught them by Socrates, 
when there are not unfrequently exhibitions of them at the theatre 
(Probably in allusion to Aristophanes who caricatured, and to 
Euripides who borrowed the notions of Anaxagoras, as well as to 
other dramatic poets.) (price of admission one drachma at the 
most); and they might pay their money, and laugh at Socrates if he 
pretends to father these extraordinary views. And so, Meletus, you 
really think that I do not believe in any god? 

I swear by Zeus that you believe absolutely in none at all. 
Nobody will believe you, Meletus, and I am pretty sure that you 

do not believe yourself. I cannot help thinking, men of Athens, that 
Meletus is reckless and impudent, and that he has written this 
indictment in a spirit of mere wantonness and youthful bravado. 
Has he not compounded a riddle, thinking to try me? He said to 
himself:— I shall see whether the wise Socrates will discover my 
facetious contradiction, or whether I shall be able to deceive him 
and the rest of them. For he certainly does appear to me to 
contradict himself in the indictment as much as if he said that 
Socrates is guilty of not believing in the gods, and yet of believing 
in them — but this is not like a person who is in earnest. 

I should like you, O men of Athens, to join me in examining 
what I conceive to be his inconsistency; and do you, Meletus, 
answer. And I must remind the audience of my request that they 
would not make a disturbance if I speak in my accustomed manner: 
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Did ever man, Meletus, believe in the existence of human things, 
and not of human beings? . . . I wish, men of Athens, that he would 
answer, and not be always trying to get up an interruption. Did ever 
any man believe in horsemanship, and not in horses? or in flute-
playing, and not in flute-players? No, my friend; I will answer to 
you and to the court, as you refuse to answer for yourself. There is 
no man who ever did. But now please to answer the next question: 
Can a man believe in spiritual and divine agencies, and not in spirits 
or demigods? 

He cannot. 
How lucky I am to have extracted that answer, by the assistance 

of the court! But then you swear in the indictment that I teach and 
believe in divine or spiritual agencies (new or old, no matter for 
that); at any rate, I believe in spiritual agencies — so you say and 
swear in the affidavit; and yet if I believe in divine beings, how can 
I help believing in spirits or demigods; — must I not? To be sure I 
must; and therefore I may assume that your silence gives consent. 
Now what are spirits or demigods? Are they not either gods or the 
sons of gods? 

Certainly they are. 
But this is what I call the facetious riddle invented by you: the 

demigods or spirits are gods, and you say first that I do not believe 
in gods, and then again that I do believe in gods; that is, if I believe 
in demigods. For if the demigods are the illegitimate sons of gods, 
whether by the nymphs or by any other mothers, of whom they are 
said to be the sons — what human being will ever believe that there 
are no gods if they are the sons of gods? You might as well affirm 
the existence of mules, and deny that of horses and asses. Such 
nonsense, Meletus, could only have been intended by you to make 
trial of me. You have put this into the indictment because you had 
nothing real of which to accuse me. But no one who has a particle 
of understanding will ever be convinced by you that the same men 
can believe in divine and superhuman things, and yet not believe 
that there are gods and demigods and heroes. 

I have said enough in answer to the charge of Meletus: any 
elaborate defence is unnecessary, but I know only too well how 
many are the enmities which I have incurred, and this is what will 
be my destruction if I am destroyed; — not Meletus, nor yet 
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Anytus, but the envy and detraction of the world, which has been 
the death of many good men, and will probably be the death of 
many more; there is no danger of my being the last of them. 

Some one will say: And are you not ashamed, Socrates, of a 
course of life which is likely to bring you to an untimely end? To 
him I may fairly answer: There you are mistaken: a man who is good 
for anything ought not to calculate the chance of living or dying; he 
ought only to consider whether in doing anything he is doing right 
or wrong — acting the part of a good man or of a bad. Whereas, 
upon your view, the heroes who fell at Troy were not good for 
much, and the son of Thetis above all, who altogether despised 
danger in comparison with disgrace; and when he was so eager to 
slay Hector, his goddess mother said to him, that if he avenged his 
companion Patroclus, and slew Hector, he would die himself —
‘Fate,’ she said, in these or the like words, ‘waits for you next after 
Hector;’ he, receiving this warning, utterly despised danger and 
death, and instead of fearing them, feared rather to live in 
dishonour, and not to avenge his friend. ‘Let me die forthwith,’ he 
replies, ‘and be avenged of my enemy, rather than abide here by the 
beaked ships, a laughing-stock and a burden of the earth.’ Had 
Achilles any thought of death and danger? For wherever a man’s 
place is, whether the place which he has chosen or that in which he 
has been placed by a commander, there he ought to remain in the 
hour of danger; he should not think of death or of anything but of 
disgrace. And this, O men of Athens, is a true saying. 

Strange, indeed, would be my conduct, O men of Athens, if I 
who, when I was ordered by the generals whom you chose to 
command me at Potidaea and Amphipolis and Delium, remained 
where they placed me, like any other man, facing death — if now, 
when, as I conceive and imagine, God orders me to fulfil the 
philosopher’s mission of searching into myself and other men, I 
were to desert my post through fear of death, or any other fear; that 
would indeed be strange, and I might justly be arraigned in court 
for denying the existence of the gods, if I disobeyed the oracle 
because I was afraid of death, fancying that I was wise when I was 
not wise. For the fear of death is indeed the pretence of wisdom, 
and not real wisdom, being a pretence of knowing the unknown; 
and no one knows whether death, which men in their fear 
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apprehend to be the greatest evil, may not be the greatest good. Is 
not this ignorance of a disgraceful sort, the ignorance which is the 
conceit that a man knows what he does not know? And in this 
respect only I believe myself to differ from men in general, and may 
perhaps claim to be wiser than they are:— that whereas I know but 
little of the world below, I do not suppose that I know: but I do 
know that injustice and disobedience to a better, whether God or 
man, is evil and dishonourable, and I will never fear or avoid a 
possible good rather than a certain evil. And therefore if you let me 
go now, and are not convinced by Anytus, who said that since I had 
been prosecuted I must be put to death; (or if not that I ought never 
to have been prosecuted at all); and that if I escape now, your sons 
will all be utterly ruined by listening to my words — if you say to 
me, Socrates, this time we will not mind Anytus, and you shall be 
let off, but upon one condition, that you are not to enquire and 
speculate in this way any more, and that if you are caught doing so 
again you shall die; — if this was the condition on which you let me 
go, I should reply: Men of Athens, I honour and love you; but I 
shall obey God rather than you, and while I have life and strength 
I shall never cease from the practice and teaching of philosophy, 
exhorting any one whom I meet and saying to him after my manner: 
You, my friend — a citizen of the great and mighty and wise city of 
Athens — are you not ashamed of heaping up the greatest amount 
of money and honour and reputation, and caring so little about 
wisdom and truth and the greatest improvement of the soul, which 
you never regard or heed at all? And if the person with whom I am 
arguing, says: Yes, but I do care; then I do not leave him or let him 
go at once; but I proceed to interrogate and examine and cross-
examine him, and if I think that he has no virtue in him, but only 
says that he has, I reproach him with undervaluing the greater, and 
overvaluing the less. And I shall repeat the same words to every one 
whom I meet, young and old, citizen and alien, but especially to the 
citizens, inasmuch as they are my brethren. For know that this is 
the command of God; and I believe that no greater good has ever 
happened in the state than my service to the God. For I do nothing 
but go about persuading you all, old and young alike, not to take 
thought for your persons or your properties, but first and chiefly to 
care about the greatest improvement of the soul. I tell you that 
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virtue is not given by money, but that from virtue comes money 
and every other good of man, public as well as private. This is my 
teaching, and if this is the doctrine which corrupts the youth, I am 
a mischievous person. But if any one says that this is not my 
teaching, he is speaking an untruth. Wherefore, O men of Athens, 
I say to you, do as Anytus bids or not as Anytus bids, and either 
acquit me or not; but whichever you do, understand that I shall 
never alter my ways, not even if I have to die many times. 

Men of Athens, do not interrupt, but hear me; there was an 
understanding between us that you should hear me to the end: I 
have something more to say, at which you may be inclined to cry 
out; but I believe that to hear me will be good for you, and therefore 
I beg that you will not cry out. I would have you know, that if you 
kill such an one as I am, you will injure yourselves more than you 
will injure me. Nothing will injure me, not Meletus nor yet Anytus 
— they cannot, for a bad man is not permitted to injure a better 
than himself. I do not deny that Anytus may, perhaps, kill him, or 
drive him into exile, or deprive him of civil rights; and he may 
imagine, and others may imagine, that he is inflicting a great injury 
upon him: but there I do not agree. For the evil of doing as he is 
doing — the evil of unjustly taking away the life of another — is 
greater far. 

And now, Athenians, I am not going to argue for my own sake, 
as you may think, but for yours, that you may not sin against the 
God by condemning me, who am his gift to you. For if you kill me 
you will not easily find a successor to me, who, if I may use such a 
ludicrous figure of speech, am a sort of gadfly, given to the state by 
God; and the state is a great and noble steed who is tardy in his 
motions owing to his very size, and requires to be stirred into life. 
I am that gadfly which God has attached to the state, and all day 
long and in all places am always fastening upon you, arousing and 
persuading and reproaching you. You will not easily find another 
like me, and therefore I would advise you to spare me. I dare say 
that you may feel out of temper (like a person who is suddenly 
awakened from sleep), and you think that you might easily strike 
me dead as Anytus advises, and then you would sleep on for the 
remainder of your lives, unless God in his care of you sent you 
another gadfly. When I say that I am given to you by God, the proof 
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of my mission is this:— if I had been like other men, I should not 
have neglected all my own concerns or patiently seen the neglect of 
them during all these years, and have been doing yours, coming to 
you individually like a father or elder brother, exhorting you to 
regard virtue; such conduct, I say, would be unlike human nature. 
If I had gained anything, or if my exhortations had been paid, there 
would have been some sense in my doing so; but now, as you will 
perceive, not even the impudence of my accusers dares to say that 
I have ever exacted or sought pay of any one; of that they have no 
witness. And I have a sufficient witness to the truth of what I say 
— my poverty. 

Some one may wonder why I go about in private giving advice 
and busying myself with the concerns of others, but do not venture 
to come forward in public and advise the state. I will tell you why. 
You have heard me speak at sundry times and in divers places of an 
oracle or sign which comes to me, and is the divinity which Meletus 
ridicules in the indictment. This sign, which is a kind of voice, first 
began to come to me when I was a child; it always forbids but never 
commands me to do anything which I am going to do. This is what 
deters me from being a politician. And rightly, as I think. For I am 
certain, O men of Athens, that if I had engaged in politics, I should 
have perished long ago, and done no good either to you or to 
myself. And do not be offended at my telling you the truth: for the 
truth is, that no man who goes to war with you or any other 
multitude, honestly striving against the many lawless and 
unrighteous deeds which are done in a state, will save his life; he 
who will fight for the right, if he would live even for a brief space, 
must have a private station and not a public one. 

I can give you convincing evidence of what I say, not words 
only, but what you value far more — actions. Let me relate to you 
a passage of my own life which will prove to you that I should never 
have yielded to injustice from any fear of death, and that ‘as I should 
have refused to yield’ I must have died at once. I will tell you a tale 
of the courts, not very interesting perhaps, but nevertheless true. 
The only office of state which I ever held, O men of Athens, was 
that of senator: the tribe Antiochis, which is my tribe, had the 
presidency at the trial of the generals who had not taken up the 
bodies of the slain after the battle of Arginusae; and you proposed 
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to try them in a body, contrary to law, as you all thought afterwards; 
but at the time I was the only one of the Prytanes who was opposed 
to the illegality, and I gave my vote against you; and when the 
orators threatened to impeach and arrest me, and you called and 
shouted, I made up my mind that I would run the risk, having law 
and justice with me, rather than take part in your injustice because 
I feared imprisonment and death. This happened in the days of the 
democracy. But when the oligarchy of the Thirty was in power, they 
sent for me and four others into the rotunda, and bade us bring 
Leon the Salaminian from Salamis, as they wanted to put him to 
death. This was a specimen of the sort of commands which they 
were always giving with the view of implicating as many as possible 
in their crimes; and then I showed, not in word only but in deed, 
that, if I may be allowed to use such an expression, I cared not a 
straw for death, and that my great and only care was lest I should 
do an unrighteous or unholy thing. For the strong arm of that 
oppressive power did not frighten me into doing wrong; and when 
we came out of the rotunda the other four went to Salamis and 
fetched Leon, but I went quietly home. For which I might have lost 
my life, had not the power of the Thirty shortly afterwards come to 
an end. And many will witness to my words. 

Now do you really imagine that I could have survived all these 
years, if I had led a public life, supposing that like a good man I had 
always maintained the right and had made justice, as I ought, the 
first thing? No indeed, men of Athens, neither I nor any other man. 
But I have been always the same in all my actions, public as well as 
private, and never have I yielded any base compliance to those who 
are slanderously termed my disciples, or to any other. Not that I 
have any regular disciples. But if any one likes to come and hear me 
while I am pursuing my mission, whether he be young or old, he is 
not excluded. Nor do I converse only with those who pay; but any 
one, whether he be rich or poor, may ask and answer me and listen 
to my words; and whether he turns out to be a bad man or a good 
one, neither result can be justly imputed to me; for I never taught 
or professed to teach him anything. And if any one says that he has 
ever learned or heard anything from me in private which all the 
world has not heard, let me tell you that he is lying. 
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But I shall be asked, Why do people delight in continually 
conversing with you? I have told you already, Athenians, the whole 
truth about this matter: they like to hear the cross-examination of 
the pretenders to wisdom; there is amusement in it. Now this duty 
of cross-examining other men has been imposed upon me by God; 
and has been signified to me by oracles, visions, and in every way 
in which the will of divine power was ever intimated to any one. 
This is true, O Athenians, or, if not true, would be soon refuted. If 
I am or have been corrupting the youth, those of them who are 
now grown up and have become sensible that I gave them bad 
advice in the days of their youth should come forward as accusers, 
and take their revenge; or if they do not like to come themselves, 
some of their relatives, fathers, brothers, or other kinsmen, should 
say what evil their families have suffered at my hands. Now is their 
time. Many of them I see in the court. There is Crito, who is of the 
same age and of the same deme with myself, and there is Critobulus 
his son, whom I also see. Then again there is Lysanias of Sphettus, 
who is the father of Aeschines — he is present; and also there is 
Antiphon of Cephisus, who is the father of Epigenes; and there are 
the brothers of several who have associated with me. There is 
Nicostratus the son of Theosdotides, and the brother of Theodotus 
(now Theodotus himself is dead, and therefore he, at any rate, will 
not seek to stop him); and there is Paralus the son of Demodocus, 
who had a brother Theages; and Adeimantus the son of Ariston, 
whose brother Plato is present; and Aeantodorus, who is the 
brother of Apollodorus, whom I also see. I might mention a great 
many others, some of whom Meletus should have produced as 
witnesses in the course of his speech; and let him still produce them, 
if he has forgotten — I will make way for him. And let him say, if 
he has any testimony of the sort which he can produce. Nay, 
Athenians, the very opposite is the truth. For all these are ready to 
witness on behalf of the corrupter, of the injurer of their kindred, 
as Meletus and Anytus call me; not the corrupted youth only — 
there might have been a motive for that — but their uncorrupted 
elder relatives. Why should they too support me with their 
testimony? Why, indeed, except for the sake of truth and justice, 
and because they know that I am speaking the truth, and that 
Meletus is a liar. 
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Well, Athenians, this and the like of this is all the defence which 
I have to offer. Yet a word more. Perhaps there may be some one 
who is offended at me, when he calls to mind how he himself on a 
similar, or even a less serious occasion, prayed and entreated the 
judges with many tears, and how he produced his children in court, 
which was a moving spectacle, together with a host of relations and 
friends; whereas I, who am probably in danger of my life, will do 
none of these things. The contrast may occur to his mind, and he 
may be set against me, and vote in anger because he is displeased at 
me on this account. Now if there be such a person among you — 
mind, I do not say that there is — to him I may fairly reply: My 
friend, I am a man, and like other men, a creature of flesh and 
blood, and not ‘of wood or stone,’ as Homer says; and I have a 
family, yes, and sons, O Athenians, three in number, one almost a 
man, and two others who are still young; and yet I will not bring 
any of them hither in order to petition you for an acquittal. And 
why not? Not from any self-assertion or want of respect for you. 
Whether I am or am not afraid of death is another question, of 
which I will not now speak. But, having regard to public opinion, I 
feel that such conduct would be discreditable to myself, and to you, 
and to the whole state. One who has reached my years, and who 
has a name for wisdom, ought not to demean himself. Whether this 
opinion of me be deserved or not, at any rate the world has decided 
that Socrates is in some way superior to other men. And if those 
among you who are said to be superior in wisdom and courage, and 
any other virtue, demean themselves in this way, how shameful is 
their conduct! I have seen men of reputation, when they have been 
condemned, behaving in the strangest manner: they seemed to 
fancy that they were going to suffer something dreadful if they died, 
and that they could be immortal if you only allowed them to live; 
and I think that such are a dishonour to the state, and that any 
stranger coming in would have said of them that the most eminent 
men of Athens, to whom the Athenians themselves give honour 
and command, are no better than women. And I say that these 
things ought not to be done by those of us who have a reputation; 
and if they are done, you ought not to permit them; you ought 
rather to show that you are far more disposed to condemn the man 
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who gets up a doleful scene and makes the city ridiculous, than him 
who holds his peace. 

But, setting aside the question of public opinion, there seems to 
be something wrong in asking a favour of a judge, and thus 
procuring an acquittal, instead of informing and convincing him. 
For his duty is, not to make a present of justice, but to give 
judgment; and he has sworn that he will judge according to the laws, 
and not according to his own good pleasure; and we ought not to 
encourage you, nor should you allow yourselves to be encouraged, 
in this habit of perjury — there can be no piety in that. Do not then 
require me to do what I consider dishonourable and impious and 
wrong, especially now, when I am being tried for impiety on the 
indictment of Meletus. For if, O men of Athens, by force of 
persuasion and entreaty I could overpower your oaths, then I 
should be teaching you to believe that there are no gods, and in 
defending should simply convict myself of the charge of not 
believing in them. But that is not so — far otherwise. For I do 
believe that there are gods, and in a sense higher than that in which 
any of my accusers believe in them. And to you and to God I 
commit my cause, to be determined by you as is best for you and 
me. 

 
[The jury now gives its verdict of guilty, and Meletus asks for the penalty of 

death.] 

There are many reasons why I am not grieved, O men of Athens, 
at the vote of condemnation. I expected it, and am only surprised 
that the votes are so nearly equal; for I had thought that the majority 
against me would have been far larger; but now, had thirty votes 
gone over to the other side, I should have been acquitted. And I 
may say, I think, that I have escaped Meletus. I may say more; for 
without the assistance of Anytus and Lycon, any one may see that 
he would not have had a fifth part of the votes, as the law requires, 
in which case he would have incurred a fine of a thousand 
drachmae. 

And so he proposes death as the penalty. And what shall I 
propose on my part, O men of Athens? Clearly that which is my 
due. And what is my due? What return shall be made to the man 
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who has never had the wit to be idle during his whole life; but has 
been careless of what the many care for — wealth, and family 
interests, and military offices, and speaking in the assembly, and 
magistracies, and plots, and parties. Reflecting that I was really too 
honest a man to be a politician and live, I did not go where I could 
do no good to you or to myself; but where I could do the greatest 
good privately to every one of you, thither I went, and sought to 
persuade every man among you that he must look to himself, and 
seek virtue and wisdom before he looks to his private interests, and 
look to the state before he looks to the interests of the state; and 
that this should be the order which he observes in all his actions. 
What shall be done to such an one? Doubtless some good thing, O 
men of Athens, if he has his reward; and the good should be of a 
kind suitable to him. What would be a reward suitable to a poor 
man who is your benefactor, and who desires leisure that he may 
instruct you? There can be no reward so fitting as maintenance in 
the Prytaneum, O men of Athens, a reward which he deserves far 
more than the citizen who has won the prize at Olympia in the 
horse or chariot race, whether the chariots were drawn by two 
horses or by many. For I am in want, and he has enough; and he 
only gives you the appearance of happiness, and I give you the 
reality. And if I am to estimate the penalty fairly, I should say that 
maintenance in the Prytaneum is the just return. 

Perhaps you think that I am braving you in what I am saying 
now, as in what I said before about the tears and prayers. But this 
is not so. I speak rather because I am convinced that I never 
intentionally wronged any one, although I cannot convince you — 
the time has been too short; if there were a law at Athens, as there 
is in other cities, that a capital cause should not be decided in one 
day, then I believe that I should have convinced you. But I cannot 
in a moment refute great slanders; and, as I am convinced that I 
never wronged another, I will assuredly not wrong myself. I will not 
say of myself that I deserve any evil, or propose any penalty. Why 
should I? because I am afraid of the penalty of death which Meletus 
proposes? When I do not know whether death is a good or an evil, 
why should I propose a penalty which would certainly be an evil? 
Shall I say imprisonment? And why should I live in prison, and be 
the slave of the magistrates of the year — of the Eleven? Or shall 
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the penalty be a fine, and imprisonment until the fine is paid? There 
is the same objection. I should have to lie in prison, for money I 
have none, and cannot pay. And if I say exile (and this may possibly 
be the penalty which you will affix), I must indeed be blinded by 
the love of life, if I am so irrational as to expect that when you, who 
are my own citizens, cannot endure my discourses and words, and 
have found them so grievous and odious that you will have no more 
of them, others are likely to endure me. No indeed, men of Athens, 
that is not very likely. And what a life should I lead, at my age, 
wandering from city to city, ever changing my place of exile, and 
always being driven out! For I am quite sure that wherever I go, 
there, as here, the young men will flock to me; and if I drive them 
away, their elders will drive me out at their request; and if I let them 
come, their fathers and friends will drive me out for their sakes. 

Some one will say: Yes, Socrates, but cannot you hold your 
tongue, and then you may go into a foreign city, and no one will 
interfere with you? Now I have great difficulty in making you 
understand my answer to this. For if I tell you that to do as you say 
would be a disobedience to the God, and therefore that I cannot 
hold my tongue, you will not believe that I am serious; and if I say 
again that daily to discourse about virtue, and of those other things 
about which you hear me examining myself and others, is the 
greatest good of man, and that the unexamined life is not worth 
living, you are still less likely to believe me. Yet I say what is true, 
although a thing of which it is hard for me to persuade you. Also, I 
have never been accustomed to think that I deserve to suffer any 
harm. Had I money I might have estimated the offence at what I 
was able to pay, and not have been much the worse. But I have 
none, and therefore I must ask you to proportion the fine to my 
means. Well, perhaps I could afford a mina, and therefore I propose 
that penalty: Plato, Crito, Critobulus, and Apollodorus, my friends 
here, bid me say thirty minae, and they will be the sureties. Let thirty 
minae be the penalty; for which sum they will be ample security to 
you. 
 

[The jury now votes again and sentences Socrates to death.] 
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Not much time will be gained, O Athenians, in return for the evil 
name which you will get from the detractors of the city, who will 
say that you killed Socrates, a wise man; for they will call me wise, 
even although I am not wise, when they want to reproach you. If 
you had waited a little while, your desire would have been fulfilled 
in the course of nature. For I am far advanced in years, as you may 
perceive, and not far from death. I am speaking now not to all of 
you, but only to those who have condemned me to death. And I 
have another thing to say to them: you think that I was convicted 
because I had no words of the sort which would have procured my 
acquittal — I mean, if I had thought fit to leave nothing undone or 
unsaid. Not so; the deficiency which led to my conviction was not 
of words — certainly not. But I had not the boldness or impudence 
or inclination to address you as you would have liked me to do, 
weeping and wailing and lamenting, and saying and doing many 
things which you have been accustomed to hear from others, and 
which, as I maintain, are unworthy of me. I thought at the time that 
I ought not to do anything common or mean when in danger: nor 
do I now repent of the style of my defence; I would rather die 
having spoken after my manner, than speak in your manner and 
live. For neither in war nor yet at law ought I or any man to use 
every way of escaping death. Often in battle there can be no doubt 
that if a man will throw away his arms, and fall on his knees before 
his pursuers, he may escape death; and in other dangers there are 
other ways of escaping death, if a man is willing to say and do 
anything. The difficulty, my friends, is not to avoid death, but to 
avoid unrighteousness; for that runs faster than death. I am old and 
move slowly, and the slower runner has overtaken me, and my 
accusers are keen and quick, and the faster runner, who is 
unrighteousness, has overtaken them. And now I depart hence 
condemned by you to suffer the penalty of death — they too go 
their ways condemned by the truth to suffer the penalty of villainy 
and wrong; and I must abide by my award — let them abide by 
theirs. I suppose that these things may be regarded as fated — and 
I think that they are well. 

And now, O men who have condemned me, I would fain 
prophesy to you; for I am about to die, and in the hour of death 
men are gifted with prophetic power. And I prophesy to you who 
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are my murderers, that immediately after my departure punishment 
far heavier than you have inflicted on me will surely await you. Me 
you have killed because you wanted to escape the accuser, and not 
to give an account of your lives. But that will not be as you suppose: 
far otherwise. For I say that there will be more accusers of you than 
there are now; accusers whom hitherto I have restrained: and as 
they are younger they will be more inconsiderate with you, and you 
will be more offended at them. If you think that by killing men you 
can prevent some one from censuring your evil lives, you are 
mistaken; that is not a way of escape which is either possible or 
honourable; the easiest and the noblest way is not to be disabling 
others, but to be improving yourselves. This is the prophecy which 
I utter before my departure to the judges who have condemned me. 

Friends, who would have acquitted me, I would like also to talk 
with you about the thing which has come to pass, while the 
magistrates are busy, and before I go to the place at which I must 
die. Stay then a little, for we may as well talk with one another while 
there is time. You are my friends, and I should like to show you the 
meaning of this event which has happened to me. O my judges — 
for you I may truly call judges — I should like to tell you of a 
wonderful circumstance. Hitherto the divine faculty of which the 
internal oracle is the source has constantly been in the habit of 
opposing me even about trifles, if I was going to make a slip or 
error in any matter; and now as you see there has come upon me 
that which may be thought, and is generally believed to be, the last 
and worst evil. But the oracle made no sign of opposition, either 
when I was leaving my house in the morning, or when I was on my 
way to the court, or while I was speaking, at anything which I was 
going to say; and yet I have often been stopped in the middle of a 
speech, but now in nothing I either said or did touching the matter 
in hand has the oracle opposed me. What do I take to be the 
explanation of this silence? I will tell you. It is an intimation that 
what has happened to me is a good, and that those of us who think 
that death is an evil are in error. For the customary sign would 
surely have opposed me had I been going to evil and not to good. 

Let us reflect in another way, and we shall see that there is great 
reason to hope that death is a good; for one of two things — either 
death is a state of nothingness and utter unconsciousness, or, as 
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men say, there is a change and migration of the soul from this world 
to another. Now if you suppose that there is no consciousness, but 
a sleep like the sleep of him who is undisturbed even by dreams, 
death will be an unspeakable gain. For if a person were to select the 
night in which his sleep was undisturbed even by dreams, and were 
to compare with this the other days and nights of his life, and then 
were to tell us how many days and nights he had passed in the 
course of his life better and more pleasantly than this one, I think 
that any man, I will not say a private man, but even the great king 
will not find many such days or nights, when compared with the 
others. Now if death be of such a nature, I say that to die is gain; 
for eternity is then only a single night. But if death is the journey to 
another place, and there, as men say, all the dead abide, what good, 
O my friends and judges, can be greater than this? If indeed when 
the pilgrim arrives in the world below, he is delivered from the 
professors of justice in this world, and finds the true judges who 
are said to give judgment there, Minos and Rhadamanthus and 
Aeacus and Triptolemus, and other sons of God who were 
righteous in their own life, that pilgrimage will be worth making. 
What would not a man give if he might converse with Orpheus and 
Musaeus and Hesiod and Homer? Nay, if this be true, let me die 
again and again. I myself, too, shall have a wonderful interest in 
there meeting and conversing with Palamedes, and Ajax the son of 
Telamon, and any other ancient hero who has suffered death 
through an unjust judgment; and there will be no small pleasure, as 
I think, in comparing my own sufferings with theirs. Above all, I 
shall then be able to continue my search into true and false 
knowledge; as in this world, so also in the next; and I shall find out 
who is wise, and who pretends to be wise, and is not. What would 
not a man give, O judges, to be able to examine the leader of the 
great Trojan expedition; or Odysseus or Sisyphus, or numberless 
others, men and women too! What infinite delight would there be 
in conversing with them and asking them questions! In another 
world they do not put a man to death for asking questions: assuredly 
not. For besides being happier than we are, they will be immortal, 
if what is said is true. 

Wherefore, O judges, be of good cheer about death, and know 
of a certainty, that no evil can happen to a good man, either in life 
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or after death. He and his are not neglected by the gods; nor has 
my own approaching end happened by mere chance. But I see 
clearly that the time had arrived when it was better for me to die 
and be released from trouble; wherefore the oracle gave no sign. 
For which reason, also, I am not angry with my condemners, or 
with my accusers; they have done me no harm, although they did 
not mean to do me any good; and for this I may gently blame them. 

Still I have a favour to ask of them. When my sons are grown 
up, I would ask you, O my friends, to punish them; and I would 
have you trouble them, as I have troubled you, if they seem to care 
about riches, or anything, more than about virtue; or if they pretend 
to be something when they are really nothing — then reprove them, 
as I have reproved you, for not caring about that for which they 
ought to care, and thinking that they are something when they are 
really nothing. And if you do this, both I and my sons will have 
received justice at your hands. 

The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways — I to 
die, and you to live. Which is better God only knows. 
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QUOTES ON THE UNEXAMINED LIFE 
 

Know thyself. 

- Unknown, Inscription at Temple of Apollo at Delphi 

He who knows other men is discerning; he who knows himself is 

intelligent. 

He who overcomes others is strong; he who overcomes himself is 

mighty. 

He who works hard gets wealth; he who knows when he has 

enough is truly rich. 

- Laozi, Tao te Ching, XXXIII 

I know nothing except the fact of my ignorance. 

- Socrates, as quoted in Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the 

Philosophers, bk. 2, Socrates 

The wisest man that ever was, being asked what he knew, made 

answer, “He knew this, that he knew nothing.” By which he verified 

what has been said, that the greatest part of what we know is the 

least of what we do not; that is to say, that even what we think we 

know is but a piece, and a very little one, of our ignorance.  

- Michel de Montaigne, Essays, II, 12, Apology for Raymond 

Sebond 

We have only by a long study confirmed and verified the natural 

ignorance we were in before. The same has fallen out to men truly 

wise, which befalls the ears of corn; they shoot and raise their heads 

high and pert, whilst empty; but when full and swelled with grain in 
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maturity, begin to flag and droop. So men, having tried and 

sounded all things, and having found in that mass of knowledge, 

and provision of so many various things, nothing solid and firm, 

and nothing but vanity, have quitted their presumption, and 

acknowledged their natural condition. 

- Michel de Montaigne, Essays, Apology for Raymond Sebond 

Enlightenment is man's emergence from his self-incurred 

immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to use one's own 

understanding without the guidance of another. This immaturity is 

self-incurred if its cause is not lack of understanding, but lack of 

resolution and courage to use it without the guidance of another. 

The motto of enlightenment is therefore: Sapere aude! [Dare to 

know!] Have courage to use your own understanding!  

- Immanuel Kant, What is Enlightenment? 

We are unknown, we knowers, ourselves to ourselves: this has its 

own good reason. We have never searched for ourselves—how 

should it then come to pass, that we should ever find ourselves?

  

- Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, Preface, 1 

The greatest hazard of all, losing one's self, can occur very quietly 

in the world, as if it were nothing at all. No other loss can occur so 

quietly; any other loss – an arm, a leg, five dollars, a wife, etc. – is 

sure to be noticed. 

- Søren Kierkegaard, The Sickness unto Death 
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What is most of our boasted so-called knowledge but a conceit that 

we know something, which robs us of the advantage of our actual 

ignorance. 

- Henry David Thoreau, Walking 

Real wisdom is not the knowledge of everything, but the knowledge 

of which things in life are necessary, which are less necessary, and 

which are completely unnecessary to know. Among the most 

necessary knowledge is the knowledge of how to live well, that is, 

how to produce the least possible evil and the greatest goodness in 

one’s life. At present, people study useless sciences, but forget to 

study this, the most important knowledge. 

- Leo Tolstoy, A Calendar of Wisdom, October 1 

We regret losing a purse full of money, but a good thought which 

has come to us, which we’ve heard or read, a thought which we 

should have remembered and applied to our life, which could have 

improved the world—we lose this thought and promptly forget 

about it, and we do not regret it, though it is more precious than 

millions. 

- Leo Tolstoy, A Calendar of Wisdom, Jun. 11 
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SECTION 4: REASON AND EMOTION 
 
 

Relatively little is known about Epictetus’ life. He was born a slave 

around 55 AD and was given his freedom around 68 AD. He 

studied Stoic philosophy and then taught it in Rome and Greece. 

This work, the Enchiridion (translated by William Abbott Oldfather), 

was recorded by his student Arrian. It summarizes many of the key 

ideas of Stoicism such as the idea that the only thing of worth is a 

life of virtue. Other things that are often valued (such as health, 

money or fame) are merely instruments for attaining virtue, or if 

they do not help us to attain virtue then they are worthless. A 

virtuous life is one guided by reason rather than emotion as 

emotions can often could our judgement, making us value things 

that are actually worthless. Instead we should focus on what is 

within our power (e.g. our beliefs, attitudes, and desires) and calmly 

accept anything that is not within our control (e.g. our reputation, 

our possessions, our health). Once we are freed from our false 

desires and misleading emotions, Epictetus argues that we can live 

in harmony with the underlying order of nature and find inner calm 

and serenity. 

 

READING: ENCHIRIDION BY EPICTETUS 

1. 
 
SOME things are under our control, while others are not under our 
control. Under our control are conception, choice, desire, aversion, 
and, in a word, everything that is our own doing; not under our 
control are our body, our property, reputation, office, and, in a 
word, everything that is not our own doing. Furthermore, the things 
under our control are by nature free, unhindered, and unimpeded; 
while the things not under our control are weak, servile, subject to 
hindrance, and not our own. Remember, therefore, that if what is 
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naturally slavish you think to be free, and what is not your own to 
be your own, you will be hampered, will grieve, will be in turmoil, 
and will blame both gods and men; while if you think only what is 
your own to be your own, and what is not your own to be, as it 
really is, not your own, then no one will ever be able to exert 
compulsion upon you, no one will hinder you, you will blame no 
one, will find fault with no one, will do absolutely nothing against 
your will, you will have no personal enemy, no one will harm you, 
for neither is there any harm that can touch you.  

With such high aims, therefore, remember that you must bestir 
yourself with no slight effort to lay hold of them, but you will have 
to give up some things entirely, and defer others for the time being. 
But if you wish for these things also, and at the same time for both 
office and wealth, it may be that you will not get even these latter, 
because you aim also at the former, and certainly you will fail to get 
the former, which alone bring freedom and happiness.  

Make it, therefore, your study at the very outset to say to every 
harsh external impression, "You are an external impression and not 
at all what you appear to be." After that examine it and test it by 
these rules which you have, the first and most important of which 
is this: Whether the impression has to do with the things which are 
under our control, or with those which are not under our control; 
and, if it has to do with some one of the things not under our 
control, have ready to hand the answer, "It is nothing to me."  

 
2. 

Remember that the promise of desire is the attainment of what you 
desire, that of aversion is not to fall into what is avoided, and that 
he who fails in his desire is unfortunate, while he who falls into 
what he would avoid experiences misfortune. If, then, you avoid 
only what is unnatural among those things which are under your 
control, you will fall into none of the things which you avoid; but if 
you try to avoid disease, or death, or poverty, you will experience 
misfortune. Withdraw, therefore, your aversion from all the matters 
that are not under our control, and transfer it to what is unnatural 
among those which are under our control. But for the time being 
remove utterly your desire; for if you desire some one of the things 
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that are not under our control you are bound to be unfortunate; 
and, at the same time, not one of the things that are under our 
control, which it would be excellent for you to desire, is within your 
grasp. But employ only choice and refusal, and these too but lightly, 
and with reservations, and without straining.  

3. 

With everything which entertains you, is useful, or of which you are 
fond, remember to say to yourself, beginning with the very least 
things, "What is its nature?" If you are fond of a jug, say, "I am fond 
of a jug"; for when it is broken you will not be disturbed. If you kiss 
your own child or wife, say to yourself that you are kissing a human 
being; for when it dies you will not be disturbed.  

4. 

When you are on the point of putting your hand to some 
undertaking, remind yourself what the nature of that undertaking 
is. If you are going out of the house to bathe, put before your mind 
what happens at a public bath—those who splash you with water, 
those who jostle against you, those who vilify you and rob you. And 
thus you will set about your undertaking more securely if at the 
outset you say to yourself, "I want to take a bath, and, at the same 
time, to keep my moral purpose in harmony with nature." And so 
do in every undertaking. For thus, if anything happens to hinder 
you in your bathing, you will be ready to say, "Oh, well, this was 
not the only thing that I wanted, but I wanted also to keep my moral 
purpose in harmony with nature; and I shall not so keep it if I am 
vexed at what is going on."  

5. 

It is not the things themselves that disturb men, but their 
judgements about these things. For example, death is nothing 
dreadful, or else Socrates too would have thought so, but the 
judgement that death is dreadful, this is the dreadful thing. When, 
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therefore, we are hindered, or disturbed, or grieved, let us never 
blame anyone but ourselves, that means, our own judgements. It is 
the part of an uneducated person to blame others where he himself 
fares ill; to blame himself is the part of one whose education has 
begun; to blame neither another nor his own self is the part of one 
whose education is already complete.  

6. 

Be not elated at any excellence which is not your own. If the horse 
in his elation were to say, "I am beautiful," it could be endured; but 
when you say in your elation, "I have a beautiful horse," rest assured 
that you are elated at something good which belongs to a horse. 
What, then, is your own? The use of external impressions. 
Therefore, when you are in harmony with nature in the use of 
external impressions, then be elated; for then it will be some good 
of your own at which you will be elated.  

7. 

Just as on a voyage, when your ship has anchored, if you should go 
on shore to get fresh water, you may pick up a small shell-fish or 
little bulb on the way, but you have to keep your attention fixed on 
the ship, and turn about frequently for fear lest the captain should 
call; and if he calls, you must give up all these things, if you would 
escape being thrown on board all tied up like the sheep. So it is also 
in life: If there be given you, instead of a little bulb and a small shell-
fish, a little wife and child, there will be no objection to that; only, 
if the Captain calls, give up all these things and run to the ship, 
without even turning around to look back. And if you are an old 
man, never even get very far away from the ship, for fear that when 
He calls you may be missing.  
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8. 

Do not seek to have everything that happens happen as you wish, 
but wish for everything to happen as it actually does happen, and 
your life will be serene.  

9. 

Disease is an impediment to the body, but not to the moral 
purpose, unless that consents. Lameness is an impediment to the 
leg, but not to the moral purpose. And say this to yourself at each 
thing that befalls you; for you will find the thing to be an 
impediment to something else, but not to yourself.  

10. 

In the case of everything that befalls you, remember to turn to 
yourself and see what faculty you have to deal with it. If you see a 
handsome lad or woman, you will find continence the faculty to 
employ here; if hard labour is laid upon you, you will find 
endurance; if reviling, you will find patience to bear evil. And if you 
habituate yourself in this fashion, your external impressions will not 
run away with you.  

11. 

Never say about anything, "I have lost it," but only "I have given it 
back." Is your child dead? It has been given back. Is your wife dead? 
She has been given back. "I have had my farm taken away." Very 
well, this too has been given back. "Yet it was a rascal who took it 
away." But what concern is it of yours by whose instrumentality the 
Giver called for its return? So long as He gives it you, take care of 
it as of a thing that is not your own, as travellers treat their inn.  
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12. 

If you wish to make progress, dismiss all reasoning of this sort: "If 
I neglect my affairs, I shall have nothing to live on." "If I do not 
punish my slave-boy he will turn out bad." For it is better to die of 
hunger, but in a state of freedom from grief and fear, than to live 
in plenty, but troubled in mind. And it is better for your slave-boy 
to be bad than for you to be unhappy. Begin, therefore, with the 
little things. Your paltry oil gets spilled, your miserable wine stolen; 
say to yourself, "This is the price paid for a calm spirit, this the price 
for peace of mind." Nothing is got without a price. And when you 
call your slave-boy, bear in mind that it is possible he may not heed 
you, and again, that even if he does heed, he may not do what you 
want done. But he is not in so happy a condition that your peace of 
mind depends upon him.  

13. 

If you wish to make progress, then be content to appear senseless 
and foolish in externals, do not make it your wish to give the 
appearance of knowing anything; and if some people think you to 
be an important personage, distrust yourself. For be assured that it 
is no easy matter to keep your moral purpose in a state of 
conformity with nature, and, at the same time, to keep externals; 
but the man who devotes his attention to one of these two things 
must inevitably neglect the other.  

14. 

If you make it your will that your children and your wife and your 
friends should live for ever, you are silly; for you are making it your 
will that things not under your control should be under your 
control, and that what is not your own should be your own. In the 
same way, too, if you make it your will that your slave-boy be free 
from faults, you are a fool; for you are making it your will that vice 
be not vice, but something else. If, however, it is your will not to 
fail in what you desire, this is in your power. Wherefore, exercise 
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yourself in that which is in your power. Each man's master is the 
person who has the authority over what the man wishes or does not 
wish, so as to secure it, or take it away. Whoever, therefore, wants 
to be free, let him neither wish for anything, nor avoid anything, 
that is under the control of others; or else he is necessarily a slave.  

15. 

Remember that you ought to behave in life as you would at a 
banquet. As something is being passed around it comes to you; 
stretch out your hand and take a portion of it politely. It passes on; 
do not detain it. Or it has not come to you yet; do not project your 
desire to meet it, but wait until it comes in front of you. So act 
toward children, so toward a wife, so toward office, so toward 
wealth; and then some day you will be worthy of the banquets of 
the gods. But if you do not take these things even when they are set 
before you, but despise them, then you will not only share the 
banquet of the gods, but share also their rule. For it was by so doing 
that Diogenes and Heracleitus, and men like them, were deservedly 
divine and deservedly so called.  

16. 

When you see someone weeping in sorrow, either because a child 
has gone on a journey, or because he has lost his property, beware 
that you be not carried away by the impression that the man is in 
the midst of external ills, but straightway keep before you this 
thought: "It is not what has happened that distresses this man (for 
it does not distress another), but his judgement about it." Do not, 
however, hesitate to sympathize with him so far as words go, and, 
if occasion offers, even to groan with him; but be careful not to 
groan also in the centre of your being.  

17. 

Remember that you are an actor in a play, the character of which is 
determined by the Playwright: if He wishes the play to be short, it 
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is short; if long, it is long; if He wishes you to play the part of a 
beggar, remember to act even this role adroitly; and so if your role 
be that of a cripple, an official, or a layman. For this is your 
business, to play admirably the role assigned you; but the selection 
of that role is Another's.  

18. 

When a raven croaks inauspiciously, let not the external impression 
carry you away, but straightway draw a distinction in your own 
mind, and say, "None of these portents are for me, but either for 
my paltry body, or my paltry estate, or my paltry opinion, or my 
children, or my wife. But for me every portent is favourable, if I so 
wish; for whatever be the outcome, it is within my power to derive 
benefit from it."  

19. 

You can be invincible if you never enter a contest in which victory 
is not under your control. Beware lest, when you see some person 
preferred to you in honour, or possessing great power, or otherwise 
enjoying high repute, you are ever carried away by the external 
impression, and deem him happy. For if the true nature of the good 
is one of the things that are under our control, there is no place for 
either envy or jealousy; and you yourself will not wish to be a 
praetor, or a senator, or a consul, but a free man. Now there is but 
one way that leads to this, and that is to despise the things that are 
not under our control.  

20. 

Bear in mind that it is not the man who reviles or strikes you that 
insults you, but it is your judgement that these men are insulting 
you. Therefore, when someone irritates you, be assured that it is 
your own opinion which has irritated you. And so make it your first 
endeavour not to be carried away by the external impression; for if 
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once you gain time and delay, you will more easily become master 
of yourself.  

21. 

Keep before your eyes day by day death and exile, and everything 
that seems terrible, but most of all death; and then you will never 
have any abject thought, nor will you yearn for anything beyond 
measure.  

22. 

If you yearn for philosophy, prepare at once to be met with ridicule, 
to have many people jeer at you, and say, "Here he is again, turned 
philosopher all of a sudden," and "Where do you suppose he got 
that high brow?" But do you not put on a high brow, and do you 
so hold fast to the things which to you seem best, as a man who has 
been assigned by God to this post; and remember that if you abide 
by the same principles, those who formerly used to laugh at you will 
later come to admire you, but if you are worsted by them, you will 
get the laugh on yourself twice.  

23. 

If it should ever happen to you that you turn to externals with a 
view to pleasing someone, rest assured that you have lost your plan 
of life. Be content, therefore, in everything to be a philosopher, and 
if you wish also to be taken for one, show to yourself that you are 
one, and you will be able to accomplish it.  

24. 
 
Let not these reflections oppress you: "I shall live without honour, 
and be nobody anywhere." For, if lack of honour is an evil, you 
cannot be in evil through the instrumentality of some other person, 
any more than you can be in shame. It is not your business, is it, to 
get office, or to be invited to a dinner-party? Certainly not. How, 
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then, can this be any longer a lack of honour? And how is it that 
you will be "nobody anywhere," when you ought to be somebody 
only in those things which are under your control, wherein you are 
privileged to be a man of the very greatest honour? But your friends 
will be without assistance? What do you mean by being "without 
assistance"? They will not have paltry coin from you, and you will 
not make them Roman citizens. Well, who told you that these are 
some of the matters under our control, and not rather things which 
others do? And who is able to give another what he does not 
himself have? "Get money, then," says some friend, "in order that 
we too may have it." If I can get money and at the same time keep 
myself self-respecting, and faithful, and high-minded, show me the 
way and I will get it. But if you require me to lose the good things 
that belong to me, in order that you may acquire the things that are 
not good, you can see for yourselves how unfair and inconsiderate 
you are. And which do you really prefer? Money, or a faithful and 
self-respecting friend? Help me, therefore, rather to this end, and 
do not require me to do those things which will make me lose these 
qualities.  

"But my country," says he, "so far as lies in me, will be without 
assistance." Again I ask, what kind of assistance do you mean? It 
will not have loggias or baths of your providing. And what does 
that signify? For neither does it have shoes provided by the 
blacksmith, nor has it arms provided by the cobbler; but it is 
sufficient if each man fulfil his own proper function. And if you 
secured for it another faithful and self-respecting citizen, would you 
not be doing it any good? "Yes." Very well, and then you also would 
not be useless to it. "What place, then, shall I have in the State?" 
says he. Whatever place you can have, and at the same time 
maintain the man of fidelity and self-respect that is in you. But if, 
through your desire to help the State, you lose these qualities, of 
what good would you become to it, when in the end you turned out 
to be shameless and unfaithful?  

25. 
 
Has someone been honoured above you at a dinner-party, or in 
salutation, or in being called in to give advice? Now if these matters 
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are good, you ought to be happy that he got them; but if evil, be 
not distressed because you did not get them; and bear in mind that, 
if you do not act the same way that others do, with a view to getting 
things which are not under our control, you cannot be considered 
worthy to receive an equal share with others. Why, how is it possible 
for a person who does not haunt some man's door, to have equal 
shares with the man who does? For the man who does not do escort 
duty, with the man who does? For the man who does not praise, 
with the man who does? You will be unjust, therefore, and 
insatiable, if, while refusing to pay the price for which such things 
are bought, you want to obtain them for nothing. Well, what is the 
price for heads of lettuce? An obol, perhaps. If, then, somebody 
gives up his obol and gets his heads of lettuce, while you do not 
give your obol, and do not get them, do not imagine that you are 
worse off than the man who gets his lettuce. For as he has his heads 
of lettuce, so you have your obol which you have not given away.  

Now it is the same way also in life. You have not been invited 
to somebody's dinner-party? Of course not; for you didn't give the 
host the price at which he sells his dinner. He sells it for praise; he 
sells it for personal attention. Give him the price, then, for which it 
is sold, if it is to your interest. But if you wish both not to give up 
the one and yet to get the other, you are insatiable and a simpleton. 
Have you, then, nothing in place of the dinner? Indeed you have; 
you have not had to praise the man you did not want to praise; you 
have not had to put up with the insolence of his doorkeepers.  

26. 

What the will of nature is may be learned from a consideration of 
the points in which we do not differ from one another. For 
example, when some other person's slave-boy breaks his drinking-
cup, you are instantly ready to say, "That's one of the things which 
happen." Rest assured, then, that when your own drinking-cup gets 
broken, you ought to behave in the same way that you do when the 
other man's cup is broken. Apply now the same principle to the 
matters of greater importance. Some other person's child or wife 
has died; no one but would say, "Such is the fate of man." Yet when 
a man's own child dies, immediately the cry is, "Alas! Woe is me!" 
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But we ought to remember how we feel when we hear of the same 
misfortune befalling others.  

27. 

Just as a mark is not set up in order to be missed, so neither does 
the nature of evil arise in the universe.  

28. 

If someone handed over your body to any person who met you, 
you would be vexed; but that you hand over your mind to any 
person that comes along, so that, if he reviles you, it is disturbed 
and troubled—are you not ashamed of that?  

29. 
 
In each separate thing that you do, consider the matters which 
come first and those which follow after, and only then approach 
the thing itself. Otherwise, at the start you will come to it 
enthusiastically, because you have never reflected upon any of the 
subsequent steps, but later on, when some difficulties appear, you 
will give up disgracefully. Do you wish to win an Olympic victory? 
So do I, by the gods! for it is a fine thing. But consider the matters 
which come before that, and those which follow after, and only 
when you have done that, put your hand to the task. You have to 
submit to discipline, follow a strict diet, give up sweet cakes, train 
under compulsion, at a fixed hour, in heat or in cold; you must not 
drink cold water, nor wine just whenever you feel like it; you must 
have turned yourself over to your trainer precisely as you would to 
a physician. Then when the contest comes on, you have to "dig in" 
beside your opponent, and sometimes dislocate your wrist, sprain 
your ankle, swallow quantities of sand, sometimes take a scourging, 
and along with all that get beaten. After you have considered all 
these points, go on into the games, if you still wish to do so; 
otherwise, you will be turning back like children. Sometimes they 
play wrestlers, again gladiators, again they blow trumpets, and then 
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act a play. So you too are now an athlete, now a gladiator, then a 
rhetorician, then a philosopher, yet with your whole soul nothing; 
but like an ape you imitate whatever you see, and one thing after 
another strikes your fancy. For you have never gone out after 
anything with circumspection, nor after you had examined it all 
over, but you act at haphazard and half-heartedly.  

In the same way, when some people have seen a philosopher 
and have heard someone speaking like Euphrates (though, indeed, 
who can speak like him?), they wish to be philosophers themselves. 
Man, consider first the nature of the business, and then learn your 
own natural ability, if you are able to bear it. Do you wish to be a 
contender in the pentathlon, or a wrestler? Look to your arms, your 
thighs, see what your loins are like. For one man has a natural talent 
for one thing, another for another. Do you suppose that you can 
eat in the same fashion, drink in the same fashion, give way to 
impulse and to irritation, just as you do now? You must keep vigils, 
work hard, abandon your own people, be despised by a paltry slave, 
be laughed to scorn by those who meet you, in everything get the 
worst of it, in honour, in office, in court, in every paltry affair. Look 
these drawbacks over carefully, if you are willing at the price of 
these things to secure tranquillity, freedom and calm. Otherwise, do 
not approach philosophy; don't act like a child—now a 
philosopher, later on a tax-gatherer, then a rhetorician, then a 
procurator of Caesar. These things do not go together. You must 
be one person, either good or bad; you must labour to improve 
either your own governing principle or externals; you must work 
hard either on the inner man, or on things outside; that is, play 
either the role of a philosopher or else that of a layman.  

30. 

Our duties are in general measured by our social relationships. He 
is a father. One is called upon to take care of him, to give way to 
him in all things, to submit when he reviles or strikes you. "But he 
is a bad father." Did nature, then, bring you into relationship with 
a good father? No, but simply with a father. "My brother does me 
wrong." Very well, then, maintain the relation that you have toward 
him; and do not consider what he is doing, but what you will have 
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to do, if your moral purpose is to be in harmony with nature. For 
no one will harm you without your consent; you will have been 
harmed only when you think you are harmed. In this way, therefore, 
you will discover what duty to expect of your neighbour, your 
citizen, your commanding officer, if you acquire the habit of 
looking at your social relations with them.  

31. 

In piety towards the gods, I would have you know, the chief 
element is this, to have right opinions about them—as existing and 
as administering the universe well and justly—and to have set 
yourself to obey them and to submit to everything that happens, 
and to follow it voluntarily, in the belief that it is being fulfilled by 
the highest intelligence. For if you act in this way, you will never 
blame the gods, nor find fault with them for neglecting you. But 
this result cannot be secured in any other way than by withdrawing 
your idea of the good and the evil from the things which are not 
under our control, and placing it in those which are under our 
control, and in those alone. Because, if you think any of those 
former things to be good or evil, then, when you fail to get what 
you want and fall into what you do not want, it is altogether 
inevitable that you will blame and hate those who are responsible 
for these results. For this is the nature of every living creature, to 
flee from and to turn aside from the things that appear harmful, 
and all that produces them, and to pursue after and to admire the 
things that are helpful, and all that produces them. Therefore, it is 
impossible for a man who thinks that he is being hurt to take 
pleasure in that which he thinks is hurting him, just as it is also 
impossible for him to take pleasure in the hurt itself. Hence it 
follows that even a father is reviled by a son when he does not give 
his child some share in the things that seem to be good; and this it 
was which made Polyneices and Eteocles enemies of one another, 
the thought that the royal power was a good thing. That is why the 
farmer reviles the gods, and so also the sailor, and the merchant, 
and those who have lost their wives and their children. For where 
a man's interest lies, there is also his piety. Wherefore, whoever is 
careful to exercise desire and aversion as he should, is at the same 
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time careful also about piety. But it is always appropriate to make 
libations, and sacrifices, and to give of the firstfruits after the 
manner of our fathers, and to do all this with purity, and not in a 
slovenly or careless fashion, nor, indeed, in a niggardly way, nor yet 
beyond our means.  

32. 

When you have recourse to divination, remember that you do not 
know what the issue is going to be, but that you have come in order 
to find this out from the diviner; yet if you are indeed a philosopher, 
you know, when you arrive, what the nature of it is. For if it is one 
of the things which are not under our control, it is altogether 
necessary that what is going to take place is neither good nor evil. 
Do not, therefore, bring to the diviner desire or aversion, and do 
not approach him with trembling, but having first made up your 
mind that every issue is indifferent and nothing to you, but that, 
whatever it may be, it will be possible for you to turn it to good use, 
and that no one will prevent this. Go, then, with confidence to the 
gods as to counsellors; and after that, when some counsel has been 
given you, remember whom you have taken as counsellors, and 
whom you will be disregarding if you disobey. But go to divination 
as Socrates thought that men should go, that is, in cases where the 
whole inquiry has reference to the outcome, and where neither 
from reason nor from any other technical art are means vouchsafed 
for discovering the matter in question. Hence, when it is your duty 
to share the danger of a friend or of your country, do not ask of the 
diviner whether you ought to share that danger. For if the diviner 
forewarns you that the omens of sacrifice have been unfavourable, 
it is clear that death is portended, or the injury of some member of 
your body, or exile; yet reason requires that even at this risk you are 
to stand by your friend, and share the danger with your country. 
Wherefore, give heed to the greater diviner, the Pythian Apollo, 
who cast out of his temple the man who had not helped his friend 
when he was being murdered.  
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33. 
 
Lay down for yourself, at the outset, a certain stamp and type of 
character for yourself, which you are to maintain whether you are 
by yourself or are meeting with people. And be silent for the most 
part, or else make only the most necessary remarks, and express 
these in few words. But rarely, and when occasion requires you to 
talk, talk, indeed, but about no ordinary topics. Do not talk about 
gladiators, or horse-races, or athletes, or things to eat or drink—
topics that arise on all occasions; but above all, do not talk about 
people, either blaming, or praising, or comparing them. If, then, 
you can, by your own conversation bring over that of your 
companions to what is seemly. But if you happen to be left alone 
in the presence of aliens, keep silence.  

Do not laugh much, nor at many things, nor boisterously.  
Refuse, if you can, to take an oath at all, but if that is impossible, 

refuse as far as circumstances allow.  
Avoid entertainments given by outsiders and by persons 

ignorant of philosophy; but if an appropriate occasion arises for 
you to attend, be on the alert to avoid lapsing into the behaviour of 
such laymen. For you may rest assured, that, if a man's companion 
be dirty, the person who keeps close company with him must of 
necessity get a share of his dirt, even though he himself happens to 
be clean.  

In things that pertain to the body take only as much as your bare 
need requires, I mean such things as food, drink, clothing, shelter, 
and household slaves; but cut down everything which is for 
outward show or luxury.  

In your sex-life preserve purity, as far as you can, before 
marriage, and, if you indulge, take only those privileges which are 
lawful. However, do not make yourself offensive, or censorious, to 
those who do indulge, and do not make frequent mention of the 
fact that you do not yourself indulge.  

If someone brings you word that So-and-so is speaking ill of 
you, do not defend yourself against what has been said, but answer, 
"Yes, indeed, for he did not know the rest of the faults that attach 
to me; if he had, these would not have been the only ones he 
mentioned."  
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It is not necessary, for the most part, to go to the public shows. 
If, however, a suitable occasion ever arises, show that your principal 
concern is for none other than yourself, which means, wish only 
for that to happen which does happen, and for him only to win who 
does win; for so you will suffer no hindrance. But refrain utterly 
from shouting, or laughter at anyone, or great excitement. And after 
you have left, do not talk a great deal about what took place, except 
in so far as it contributes to your own improvement; for such 
behaviour indicates that the spectacle has aroused your admiration.  

Do not go rashly or readily to people's public readings, but when 
you do go, maintain your own dignity and gravity, and at the same 
time be careful not to make yourself disagreeable.  

When you are about to meet somebody, in particular when it is 
one of those men who are held in very high esteem, propose to 
yourself the question, "What would Socrates or Zeno have done 
under these circumstances?" and then you will not be at a loss to 
make proper use of the occasion. When you go to see one of those 
men who have great power, propose to yourself the thought, that 
you will not find him at home, that you will be shut out, that the 
door will be slammed in your face, that he will pay no attention to 
you. And if, despite all this, it is your duty to go, go and take what 
comes, and never say to yourself, "It was not worth all the trouble." 
For this is characteristic of the layman, that is, a man who is vexed 
at externals.  

In your conversation avoid making mention at great length and 
excessively of your own deeds or dangers, because it is not as 
pleasant for others to hear about your adventures, as it is for you to 
call to mind your own dangers.  

Avoid also raising a laugh, for this is a kind of behaviour that 
slips easily into vulgarity, and at the same time is calculated to lessen 
the respect which your neighbours have of you. It is dangerous also 
to lapse into foul language. When, therefore, anything of the sort 
occurs, if the occasion be suitable, go even so far as to reprove the 
person who has made such a lapse; if, however, the occasion does 
not arise, at all events show by keeping silence, and blushing, and 
frowning, that you are displeased by what has been said.  
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34. 

When you get an external impression of some pleasure, guard 
yourself, as with impressions in general, against being carried away 
by it; nay, let the matter wait upon your leisure, and give yourself a 
little delay. Next think of the two periods of time, first, that in which 
you will enjoy your pleasure, and second, that in which, after the 
enjoyment is over, you will later repent and revile your own self; 
and set over against these two periods of time how much joy and 
self-satisfaction you will get if you refrain. However, if you feel that 
a suitable occasion has arisen to do the deed, be careful not to allow 
its enticement, and sweetness, and attractiveness to overcome you; 
but set over against all this the thought, how much better is the 
consciousness of having won a victory over it.  

35. 

When you do a thing which you have made up your mind ought to 
be done, never try not to be seen doing it, even though most people 
are likely to think unfavourably about it. If, however, what you are 
doing is not right, avoid the deed itself altogether; but if it is right, 
why fear those who are going to rebuke you wrongly?  

36. 

Just as the propositions, "It is day," and "It is night," are full of 
meaning when separated, but meaningless if united; so also, granted 
that for you to take the larger share at a dinner is good for your 
body, still, it is bad for the maintenance of the proper kind of social 
feeling. When, therefore, you are eating with another person, 
remember to regard, not merely the value for your body of what 
lies before you, but also to maintain your respect for your host.  
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37. 

If you undertake a role which is beyond your powers, you both 
disgrace yourself in that one, and at the same time neglect the role 
which you might have filled with success.  

38. 

Just as you are careful, in walking about, not to step on a nail or to 
sprain your ankle, so be careful also not to hurt your governing 
principle. And if we observe this rule in every action, we shall be 
more secure in setting about it.  

39. 

Each man's body is a measure for his property, just as the foot is a 
measure for his shoe. If, then, you abide by this principle, you will 
maintain the proper measure, but if you go beyond it, you cannot 
help but fall headlong over a precipice, as it were, in the end. So 
also in the case of your shoe; if once you go beyond the foot, you 
get first a gilded shoe, then a purple one, then an embroidered one. 
For once you go beyond the measure there is no limit.  

40. 

Immediately after they are fourteen, women are called "ladies" by 
men. And so when they see that they have nothing else but only to 
be the bed-fellows of men, they begin to beautify themselves, and 
put all their hopes in that. It is worth while for us to take pains, 
therefore, to make them understand that they are honoured for 
nothing else but only for appearing modest and self-respecting.  

41. 

It is a mark of an ungifted man to spend a great deal of time in what 
concerns his body, as in much exercise, much eating, much 
drinking, much evacuating of the bowels, much copulating. But 
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these things are to be done in passing; and let your whole attention 
be devoted to the mind.  

42. 

When someone treats you ill or speaks ill of you, remember that he 
acts or speaks thus because he thinks it is incumbent upon him. 
That being the case, it is impossible for him to follow what appears 
good to you, but what appears good to himself; whence it follows, 
that, if he gets a wrong view of things, the man that suffers is the 
man that has been deceived. For if a person thinks a true composite 
judgement to be false, the composite judgement does not suffer, 
but the person who has been deceived. If, therefore, you start from 
this point of view, you will be gentle with the man who reviles you. 
For you should say on each occasion, "He thought that way about 
it."  

43. 

Everything has two handles, by one of which it ought to be carried 
and by the other not. If your brother wrongs you, do not lay hold 
of the matter by the handle of the wrong that he is doing, because 
this is the handle by which the matter ought not to be carried; but 
rather by the other handle—that he is your brother, that you were 
brought up together, and then you will be laying hold of the matter 
by the handle by which it ought to be carried.  

44. 

The following statements constitute a non sequitur: "I am richer than 
you are, therefore I am superior to you"; or, "I am more eloquent 
than you are, therefore I am superior to you." But the following 
conclusions are better: "I am richer than you are, therefore my 
property is superior to yours"; or, "I am more eloquent than you 
are, therefore my elocution is superior to yours." But you are neither 
property nor elocution.  
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45. 

Somebody is hasty about bathing; do not say that he bathes badly, 
but that he is hasty about bathing. Somebody drinks a good deal of 
wine; do not say that he drinks badly, but that he drinks a good deal. 
For until you have decided what judgement prompts him, how do 
you know that what he is doing is bad? And thus the final result will 
not be that you receive convincing sense-impressions of some 
things, but give your assent to others.  

46. 

On no occasion call yourself a philosopher, and do not, for the 
most part, talk among laymen about your philosophic principles, 
but do what follows from your principles. For example, at a 
banquet do not say how people ought to eat, but eat as a man ought. 
For remember how Socrates had so completely eliminated the 
thought of ostentation, that people came to him when they wanted 
him to introduce them to philosophers, and he used to bring them 
along. So well did he submit to being overlooked. And if talk about 
some philosophic principle arises among laymen, keep silence for 
the most part, for there is great danger that you will spew up 
immediately what you have not digested. So when a man tells you 
that you know nothing, and you, like Socrates, are not hurt, then 
rest assured that you are making a beginning with the business you 
have undertaken. For sheep, too, do not bring their fodder to the 
shepherds and show how much they have eaten, but they digest 
their food within them, and on the outside produce wool and milk. 
And so do you, therefore, make no display to the laymen of your 
philosophical principles, but let them see the results which come 
from these principles when digested.  

47. 

When you have become adjusted to simple living in regard to your 
bodily wants, do not preen yourself about the accomplishment; and 
so likewise, if you are a water-drinker, do not on every occasion say 
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that you are a water-drinker. And if ever you want to train to 
develop physical endurance, do it by yourself and not for outsiders 
to behold; do not throw your arms around statues, but on occasion, 
when you are very thirsty, take cold water into your mouth, and 
then spit it out, without telling anybody.  

48. 
 
This is the position and character of a layman: He never looks for 
either help or harm from himself, but only from externals. This is 
the position and character of the philosopher: He looks for all his 
help or harm from himself.  

Signs of one who is making progress are: He censures no one, 
praises no one, blames no one, finds fault with no one, says nothing 
about himself as though he were somebody or knew something. 
When he is hampered or prevented, he blames himself. And if 
anyone compliments him, he smiles to himself at the person 
complimenting; while if anyone censures him, he makes no defence. 
He goes about like an invalid, being careful not to disturb, before it 
has grown firm, any part which is getting well. He has put away 
from himself his every desire, and has transferred his aversion to 
those things only, of what is under our control, which are contrary 
to nature. He exercises no pronounced choice in regard to anything. 
If he gives the appearance of being foolish or ignorant he does not 
care. In a word, he keeps guard against himself as though he were 
his own enemy lying in wait.  

49. 
 
When a person gives himself airs because he can understand and 
interpret the books of Chrysippus, say to yourself, "If Chrysippus 
had not written obscurely, this man would have nothing about 
which to give himself airs."  

But what is it I want? To learn nature and to follow her. I seek, 
therefore, someone to interpret her; and having heard that 
Chrysippus does so, I go to him. But I do not understand what he 
has written; I seek, therefore, the person who interprets Chrysippus. 
And down to this point there is nothing to justify pride. But when 
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I find the interpreter, what remains is to put his precepts into 
practice; this is the only thing to be proud about. If, however, I 
admire the mere act of interpretation, what have I done but turned 
into a grammarian instead of a philosopher? The only difference, 
indeed, is that I interpret Chrysippus instead of Homer. Far from 
being proud, therefore, when somebody says to me, "Read me 
Chrysippus," I blush the rather, when I am unable to show him 
such deeds as match and harmonize with his words.  

50. 

Whatever principles are set before you, stand fast by these like laws, 
feeling that it would be impiety for you to transgress them. But pay 
no attention to what somebody says about you, for this is, at length, 
not under your control.  

51. 

How long will you still wait to think yourself worthy of the best 
things, and in nothing to transgress against the distinctions set up 
by the reason? You have received the philosophical principles 
which you ought to accept, and you have accepted them. What sort 
of a teacher, then, do you still wait for, that you should put off 
reforming yourself until he arrives? You are no longer a lad, but 
already a full-grown man. If you are now neglectful and easy-going, 
and always making one delay after another, and fixing first one day 
and then another, after which you will pay attention to yourself, 
then without realizing it you will make no progress, but, living and 
dying, will continue to be a layman throughout. Make up your mind, 
therefore, before it is too late, that the fitting thing for you to do is 
to live as a mature man who is making progress, and let everything 
which seems to you to be best be for you a law that must not be 
transgressed. And if you meet anything that is laborious, or sweet, 
or held in high repute, or in no repute, remember that now is the 
contest, and here before you are the Olympic games, and that it is 
impossible to delay any longer, and that it depends on a single day 
and a single action, whether progress is lost or saved. This is the 
way Socrates became what he was, by paying attention to nothing 
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but his reason in everything that he encountered. And even if you 
are not yet a Socrates, still you ought to live as one who wishes to 
be a Socrates.  

52. 

The first and most necessary division in philosophy is that which 
has to do with the application of the principles, as, for example, Do 
not lie. The second deals with the demonstrations, as, for example. 
How comes it that we ought not to lie? The third confirms and 
discriminates between these processes, as, for example, How does 
it come that this is a proof? For what is a proof, what is logical 
consequence, what contradiction, what truth, what falsehood? 
Therefore, the third division is necessary because of the second, 
and the second because of the first; while the most necessary of all, 
and the one in which we ought to rest, is the first. But we do the 
opposite; for we spend our time in the third division, and all our 
zeal is devoted to it, while we utterly neglect the first. Wherefore, 
we lie, indeed, but are ready with the arguments which prove that 
one ought not to lie.  

53. 

Upon every occasion we ought to have the following thoughts at 
our command:  

Lead thou me on, O Zeus, and Destiny, 
To that goal long ago to me assigned. 
I'll follow and not falter; if my will 
Prove weak and craven, still I'll follow on.   

 
"Whoso has rightly with necessity complied, 
We count him wise, and skilled in things divine."  
 
"Well, O Crito, if so it is pleasing to the gods, so let it be." 
  
"Anytus and Meletus can kill me, but they cannot hurt 
me."  
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QUOTES ON REASON AND EMOTION 

 
When touched with a feeling of pain, the uninstructed run-of-the-

mill person sorrows, grieves, & laments, beats his breast, becomes 

distraught. So he feels two pains, physical & mental. Just as if they 

were to shoot a man with an arrow and, right afterward, were to 

shoot him with another one, so that he would feel the pains of two 

arrows... 

Now, the well-instructed disciple of the noble ones, when 

touched with a feeling of pain, does not sorrow, grieve, or lament, 

does not beat his breast or become distraught. So he feels one pain: 

physical, but not mental. 

- The Buddha, Sallatha Sutta, The Arrow 

Some things are hurrying into existence, and others are hurrying out 

of it; and of that which is coming into existence part is already 

extinguished. Motions and changes are continually renewing the 

world, just as the uninterrupted course of time is always renewing 

the infinite duration of ages. In this flowing stream then, on which 

there is no abiding, what is there of the things which hurry by on 

which a man would set a high price? It would be just as if a man 

should fall in love with one of the sparrows which fly by, but it has 

already passed out of sight. 

- Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, bk. 6 

Always observe how ephemeral and worthless human things are. ... 

Pass then through this little space of time conformably to nature, 

and end thy journey in content, just as an olive falls off when it is 

ripe, blessing nature who produced it, and thanking the tree on 

which it grew. 

- Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, bk. 5 
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I must die. Must I then die lamenting? I must be put in chains. Must 

I then also lament? I must go into exile. Does any man then hinder 

me from going with smiles and cheerfulness and contentment? 

- Epictetus, Discourses, bk. 1, ch. 1 

The thing I fear most is fear.… Those who are in pressing fear of 

losing their property, of being exiled, of being subjugated, live in 

constant anguish, losing even the capacity to drink, eat, and rest; 

whereas the poor, the exiles, and the slaves often live as joyfully as 

other men. And so many people who, unable to endure the pangs 

of fear, have hanged themselves, drowned themselves, or leaped to 

their death, have taught us well that fear is even more unwelcome 

and unbearable than death itself. 

- Michel de Montaigne, Essays, I, 18, Of Fear 

Anger seems to listen to argument to some extent, but to mishear 

it, as do hasty servants who run out before they have heard the 

whole of what one says, and then muddle the order, or as dogs bark 

if there is but a knock at the door, before looking to see if it is a 

friend; so anger by reason of the warmth and hastiness of its nature, 

though it hears, does not hear an order, and springs to take revenge. 

For argument or imagination informs us that we have been insulted 

or slighted, and anger, reasoning as it were that anything like this 

must be fought against, boils up straightway. 

- Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1149a25 

Hesitation is the best cure for anger. Seek this concession from 

anger right away, not to gain its pardon, but that it may evidence 

some discrimination. The first blows of anger are heavy, but if it 

waits, it will think again. Do not try to destroy it immediately. 

Attacked piecemeal, it will be entirely overcome. 

- Seneca, On Anger, II, 29 



THE PHILOSOPHY HANDBOOK 

82 

There is internal war in man between reason and the passions. … 

Having both, he cannot be without strife, being unable to be at 

peace with the one without being at war with the other. Thus he is 

always divided against, and opposed to himself. This internal war 

of reason against the passions has made a division of those who 

would have peace into two sects. The first would renounce their 

passions, and become gods; the others would renounce reason, and 

become brute beasts. But neither can do so, and reason still 

remains, to condemn the vileness and injustice of the passions, and 

to trouble the repose of those who abandon themselves to them; 

and the passions keep always alive in those who would renounce 

them.  

- Blaise Pascal, Pensées, VI, 412-413 

All Hellenistic schools seem to define it [wisdom] in approximately 

the same terms: first and foremost, as a state of perfect peace of 

mind. From this viewpoint, philosophy appears as a remedy for 

human worries, anguish, and misery brought about, for the Cynics, 

by social constraints and conventions; for the Epicureans, by the 

quest for false pleasures; for the Stoics, by the pursuit of pleasure 

and egoistic self-interest; and for the Skeptics, by false opinions. 

Whether or not they laid claim to the Socratic heritage, all 

Hellenistic philosophers agreed with Socrates that human beings 

are plunged in misery, anguish, and evil because they exist in 

ignorance. Evil is to be found not within things, but in the value 

judgments with people bring to bear upon things. People can 

therefore be cured of their ills only if they are persuaded to change 

their value judgments, and in this sense all these philosophies 

wanted to be therapeutic. 

- Pierre Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy?, II, 7 
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SECTION 5: THE HUMAN CONDTION 
 
 

In this passage, from book seven of Plato's Republic (translated by 
Benjamin Jowett), Socrates describes an unusual cave in which 
prisoners have been chained since childhood. The prisoners in this 
allegory represent the majority of mankind who perceive only the 
shadows of reality and hear only the echoes of truth. They cling to 
their mistaken view of reality and have no desire to escape their 
prison. Only philosophers make the journey out of the cave and 
experience things as they really are; only they can see through the 
imperfect and constantly changing world of everyday perception 
and grasp eternal and unchanging truths. 

The contrast between knowledge and ignorance in this passage 
is not just academic, it has important moral and political 
implications for the rest of the Republic: the man who does not 
understand what is truly good for men, cannot live a good life; 
likewise, the political ruler who does not understand what is good 
for society will bring misery to his people. 

READING: THE ALLEGORY OF THE CAVE BY 

PLATO 
 
[Socrates:] And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our 
nature is enlightened or unenlightened:—Behold! human beings 
living in a underground den, which has a mouth open towards the 
light and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their 
childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that they 
cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the 
chains from turning round their heads. Above and behind them a 
fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners 
there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built 
along the way, like the screen which marionette players have in 
front of them, over which they show the puppets. 

[Glaucon:] I see. 
And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all 

sorts of vessels, and statues and figures of animals made of wood 
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and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? Some 
of them are talking, others silent. 

You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange 
prisoners. 

Like ourselves, I replied; and they see only their own shadows, 
or the shadows of one another, which the fire throws on the 
opposite wall of the cave? 

True, he said; how could they see anything but the shadows if 
they were never allowed to move their heads? 

And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they 
would only see the shadows? 

Yes, he said. 
And if they were able to converse with one another, would they 

not suppose that they were naming what was actually before them? 
Very true. 
And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came 

from the other side, would they not be sure to fancy when one of 
the passers-by spoke that the voice which they heard came from 
the passing shadow? 

No question, he replied. 
To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the 

shadows of the images. 
That is certain. 
And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the 

prisoners are released and disabused of their error. At first, when 
any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly to stand up and 
turn his neck round and walk and look towards the light, he will 
suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will be unable 
to see the realities of which in his former state he had seen the 
shadows; and then conceive some one saying to him, that what he 
saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is approaching 
nearer to being and his eye is turned towards more real existence, 
he has a clearer vision,—what will be his reply? And you may 
further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as they 
pass and requiring him to name them,—will he not be perplexed? 
Will he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer 
than the objects which are now shown to him? 

Far truer. 



THE PHILOSOPHY HANDBOOK 

85 

And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not 
have a pain in his eyes which will make him turn away to take refuge 
in the objects of vision which he can see, and which he will conceive 
to be in reality clearer than the things which are now being shown 
to him? 

True, he said. 
And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a 

steep and rugged ascent, and held fast until he is forced into the 
presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to be pained and 
irritated? When he approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled, and 
he will not be able to see anything at all of what are now called 
realities. 

Not all in a moment, he said. 
He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper 

world. And first he will see the shadows best, next the reflections 
of men and other objects in the water, and then the objects 
themselves; then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and the 
stars and the spangled heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars 
by night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day? 

Certainly. 
Last of all he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections 

of him in the water, but he will see him in his own proper place, 
and not in another; and he will contemplate him as he is. 

Certainly. 
He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the 

season and the years, and is the guardian of all that is in the visible 
world, and in a certain way the cause of all things which he and his 
fellows have been accustomed to behold? 

Clearly, he said, he would first see the sun and then reason about 
him. 

And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom 
of the den and his fellow-prisoners, do you not suppose that he 
would felicitate himself on the change, and pity them? 

Certainly, he would. 
And if they were in the habit of conferring honours among 

themselves on those who were quickest to observe the passing 
shadows and to remark which of them went before, and which 
followed after, and which were together; and who were therefore 
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best able to draw conclusions as to the future, do you think that he 
would care for such honours and glories, or envy the possessors of 
them? Would he not say with Homer, 

‘Better to be the poor servant of a poor master,’ 
and to endure anything, rather than think as they do and live 

after their manner? 
Yes, he said, I think that he would rather suffer anything than 

entertain these false notions and live in this miserable manner. 
Imagine once more, I said, such an one coming suddenly out of 

the sun to be replaced in his old situation; would he not be certain 
to have his eyes full of darkness? 

To be sure, he said. 
And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring 

the shadows with the prisoners who had never moved out of the 
den, while his sight was still weak, and before his eyes had become 
steady (and the time which would be needed to acquire this new 
habit of sight might be very considerable), would he not be 
ridiculous? Men would say of him that up he went and down he 
came without his eyes; and that it was better not even to think of 
ascending; and if any one tried to loose another and lead him up to 
the light, let them only catch the offender, and they would put him 
to death. 

No question, he said. 
This entire allegory, I said, you may now append, dear Glaucon, 

to the previous argument; the prison-house is the world of sight, 
the light of the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend me if 
you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into 
the intellectual world according to my poor belief, which, at your 
desire, I have expressed—whether rightly or wrongly God knows. 
But, whether true or false, my opinion is that in the world of 
knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, and is seen only with 
an effort; and, when seen, is also inferred to be the universal author 
of all things beautiful and right, parent of light and of the lord of 
light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason and 
truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he 
who would act rationally either in public or private life must have 
his eye fixed. 

I agree, he said, as far as I am able to understand you. 
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Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that those who attain to 
this beatific vision are unwilling to descend to human affairs; for 
their souls are ever hastening into the upper world where they 
desire to dwell; which desire of theirs is very natural, if our allegory 
may be trusted. 
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QUOTES ON THE HUMAN CONDITION 
 

Once upon a time, I, Zhuangzi, dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering 

hither and thither, to all intents and purposes a butterfly. I was 

conscious only of following my fancies as a butterfly, and was 

unconscious of my individuality as a man. Suddenly, I awaked, and 

there I lay, myself again. Now I do not know whether I was then a 

man dreaming I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly 

dreaming I am a man. 

- Zhuangzi, Zhuangzi, II 

For in fact what is man in nature? A Nothing in comparison with 

the Infinite, an All in comparison with the Nothing, a mean 

between nothing and everything. Since he is infinitely removed 

from comprehending the extremes, the end of things and their 

beginning are hopelessly hidden from him in an impenetrable 

secret, he is equally incapable of seeing the Nothing from which he 

was made, and the Infinite in which he is swallowed up. What will 

he do then, but perceive the appearance of the middle of things, in 

an eternal despair of knowing either their beginning or their end. 

All things proceed from the Nothing, and are borne towards the 

Infinite. Who will follow these marvellous processes? The Author 

of these wonders understands them. None other can do so. 

- Blaise Pascal, Pensées, sect. 2, 72 

When I see the blindness and the wretchedness of man, when I 

regard the whole silent universe, and man without light, left to 

himself, and, as it were, lost in this corner of the universe, without 

knowing who has put him there, what he has come to do, what will 

become of him at death, and incapable of all knowledge, I become 
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terrified, like a man who should be carried in his sleep to a dreadful 

desert island, and should awake without knowing where he is, and 

without means of escape. And thereupon I wonder how people in 

a condition so wretched do not fall into despair. 

- Blaise Pascal, Pensées, sect. 11, 693 

We are placed in this world, as in a great theatre, where the true 

springs and causes of every event are entirely unknown to us; nor 

have we either sufficient wisdom to foresee, or power to prevent, 

those ills with which we are continually threatened. We hang in 

perpetual suspense between life and death, health and sickness, 

plenty and want, which are distributed amongst the human species 

by secret and unknown causes, whose operation is oft unexpected, 

and always unaccountable.  

- David Hume, Natural History of Religion, III 

A man finds himself, to his great astonishment, suddenly existing, 

after thousands and thousands of years of non-existence: he lives 

for a little while; and then, again, comes an equally long period when 

he must exist no more. The heart rebels against this, and feels that 

it cannot be true. 

- Arthur Schopenhauer, On the Vanity of Existence 

What if a "demon” crept after thee into thy loneliest loneliness 

some day or night, and said to thee: “This life, as thou livest it at 

present, and hast lived it, thou must live it once more, and also 

innumerable times; and there will be nothing new in it, but every 

pain and every joy and every thought and every sigh, and all the 

unspeakably small and great in thy life must come to thee again, and 

all in the same series and sequence and similarly this spider and this 
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moonlight among the trees, and similarly this moment, and I 

myself. The eternal sand-glass of existence will ever be turned once 

more, and thou with it, thou speck of dust!” Wouldst thou not 

throw thyself down and gnash thy teeth, and curse the demon that 

so spake? Or hast thou once experienced a tremendous moment in 

which thou wouldst answer him: “Thou art a God, and never did I 

hear anything so divine!” If that thought acquired power over thee 

as thou art, it would transform thee, and perhaps crush thee; the 

question with regard to all and everything: “Dost thou want this 

once more, and also for innumerable times?” would lie as the 

heaviest burden upon thy activity! Or, how wouldst thou have to 

become favourably inclined to thyself and to life, so as to long for 

nothing more ardently than for this last eternal sanctioning and 

sealing? 

- Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, sect. 341 

I firmly disbelieve, myself, that our human experience is the highest 

form of experience extant in the universe. I believe rather that we 

stand in much the same relation to the whole of the universe as our 

canine and feline pets do to the whole of human life. They inhabit 

our drawing-rooms and libraries. They take part in scenes of whose 

significance they have no inkling. They are merely tangent to curves 

of history the beginnings and ends and forms of which pass wholly 

beyond their ken. So we are tangent to the wider life of things. 

- William James, Pragmatism, Lecture 8 

What do we mean by saying that existence precedes essence? We 

mean that man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in 

the world – and defines himself afterwards. ... There is no human 

nature, because there is no God to have a conception of it. ... Man 

is nothing else but what he makes of himself. 

- Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism
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SECTION 6: SEEKING TRUTH 
 
 

John Stuart Mill was born in London 1806 and is one of the most 
popular and influential political thinkers of the 19th Century. One 
of his most famous books, On Liberty, is a passionate defence of the 
freedom of individuals against the tyranny of government on the 
one hand and the tyranny of the majority on the other. The central 
principle of On Liberty is that the only reason the government 
should interfere in the lives of individuals is to prevent harm to 
others. Mill applies this principle to both freedom of speech and 
the freedom for individuals to live their lives as the see fit.  

In chapter 2 of On Liberty [1859], Mill discusses free speech and 
censorship – particularly censorship which aims to suppress 
minority opinions. He gives four reasons for maintaining free 
speech and opposing censorship: 

• A censored opinion may be true 

• Even if it is literally false, it may contain an element of truth 

• Even if it is completely false, challenging true opinions 
with other viewpoints prevents them from being accepted 
dogmatically 

• When an opinion goes unchallenged and becomes blind 
dogma, it loses its meaning 

READING: CHAPTER 2 OF ON LIBERTY BY JOHN 

STUART MILL 
 
THE time, it is to be hoped, is gone by when any defence would be 
necessary of the “liberty of the press” as one of the securities 
against corrupt or tyrannical government. No argument, we may 
suppose, can now be needed, against permitting a legislature or an 
executive, not identified in interest with the people, to prescribe 
opinions to them, and determine what doctrines or what arguments 
they shall be allowed to hear. This aspect of the question, besides, 
has been so often and so triumphantly enforced by preceding 
writers, that it needs not be specially insisted on in this place. 
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Though the law of England, on the subject of the press, is as servile 
to this day as it was in the time of the Tudors, there is little danger 
of its being actually put in force against political discussion, except 
during some temporary panic, when fear of insurrection drives 
ministers and judges from their propriety; and, speaking generally, 
it is not, in constitutional countries, to be apprehended that the 
government, whether completely responsible to the people or not, 
will often attempt to control the expression of opinion, except 
when in doing so it makes itself the organ of the general intolerance 
of the public. Let us suppose, therefore, that the government is 
entirely at one with the people, and never thinks of exerting any 
power of coercion unless in agreement with what it conceives to be 
their voice. But I deny the right of the people to exercise such 
coercion, either by themselves or by their government. The power 
itself is illegitimate. The best government has no more title to it 
than the worst. It is as noxious, or more noxious, when exerted in 
accordance with public opinion, than when in opposition to it. If 
all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only one person 
were of the contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified 
in silencing that one person, than he, if he had the power, would be 
justified in silencing mankind. Were an opinion a personal 
possession of no value except to the owner; if to be obstructed in 
the enjoyment of it were simply a private injury, it would make 
some difference whether the injury was inflicted only on a few 
persons or on many. But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression 
of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human race; posterity as well 
as the existing generation; those who dissent from the opinion, still 
more than those who hold it. If the opinion is right, they are 
deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, 
they lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception 
and livelier impression of truth, produced by its collision with error. 

It is necessary to consider separately these two hypotheses, each 
of which has a distinct branch of the argument corresponding to it. 
We can never be sure that the opinion we are endeavouring to stifle 
is a false opinion; and if we were sure, stifling it would be an evil 
still. 

First: the opinion which it is attempted to suppress by authority 
may possibly be true. Those who desire to suppress it, of course 
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deny its truth; but they are not infallible. They have no authority to 
decide the question for all mankind, and exclude every other person 
from the means of judging. To refuse a hearing to an opinion, 
because they are sure that it is false, is to assume that their certainty 
is the same thing as absolute certainty. All silencing of discussion is 
an assumption of infallibility. Its condemnation may be allowed to 
rest on this common argument, not the worse for being common. 

Unfortunately for the good sense of mankind, the fact of their 
fallibility is far from carrying the weight in their practical judgment, 
which is always allowed to it in theory; for while every one well 
knows himself to be fallible, few think it necessary to take any 
precautions against their own fallibility, or admit the supposition 
that any opinion of which they feel very certain, may be one of the 
examples of the error to which they acknowledge themselves to be 
liable. Absolute princes, or others who are accustomed to unlimited 
deference, usually feel this complete confidence in their own 
opinions on nearly all subjects. People more happily situated, who 
sometimes hear their opinions disputed, and are not wholly unused 
to be set right when they are wrong, place the same unbounded 
reliance only on such of their opinions as are shared by all who 
surround them, or to whom they habitually defer: for in proportion 
to a man’s want of confidence in his own solitary judgment, does 
he usually repose, with implicit trust, on the infallibility of “the 
world” in general. And the world, to each individual, means the part 
of it with which he comes in contact; his party, his sect, his church, 
his class of society: the man may be called, by comparison, almost 
liberal and large-minded to whom it means anything so 
comprehensive as his own country or his own age. Nor is his faith 
in this collective authority at all shaken by his being aware that other 
ages, countries, sects, churches, classes, and parties have thought, 
and even now think, the exact reverse. He devolves upon his own 
world the responsibility of being in the right against the dissentient 
worlds of other people; and it never troubles him that mere accident 
has decided which of these numerous worlds is the object of his 
reliance, and that the same causes which make him a Churchman in 
London, would have made him a Buddhist or a Confucian in Pekin. 
Yet it is as evident in itself as any amount of argument can make it, 
that ages are no more infallible than individuals; every age having 
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held many opinions which subsequent ages have deemed not only 
false but absurd; and it is as certain that many opinions, now 
general, will be rejected by future ages, as it is that many, once 
general, are rejected by the present. 

The objection likely to be made to this argument, would 
probably take some such form as the following. There is no greater 
assumption of infallibility in forbidding the propagation of error, 
than in any other thing which is done by public authority on its own 
judgment and responsibility. Judgment is given to men that they 
may use it. Because it may be used erroneously, are men to be told 
that they ought not to use it at all? To prohibit what they think 
pernicious, is not claiming exemption from error, but fulfilling the 
duty incumbent on them, although fallible, of acting on their 
conscientious conviction. If we were never to act on our opinions, 
because those opinions may be wrong, we should leave all our 
interests uncared for, and all our duties unperformed. An objection 
which applies to all conduct can be no valid objection to any 
conduct in particular. 

It is the duty of governments, and of individuals, to form the 
truest opinions they can; to form them carefully, and never impose 
them upon others unless they are quite sure of being right. But 
when they are sure (such reasoners may say), it is not 
conscientiousness but cowardice to shrink from acting on their 
opinions, and allow doctrines which they honestly think dangerous 
to the welfare of mankind, either in this life or in another, to be 
scattered abroad without restraint, because other people, in less 
enlightened times, have persecuted opinions now believed to be 
true. Let us take care, it may be said, not to make the same mistake: 
but governments and nations have made mistakes in other things, 
which are not denied to be fit subjects for the exercise of authority: 
they have laid on bad taxes, made unjust wars. Ought we therefore 
to lay on no taxes, and, under whatever provocation, make no wars? 
Men, and governments, must act to the best of their ability. There 
is no such thing as absolute certainty, but there is assurance 
sufficient for the purposes of human life. We may, and must, 
assume our opinion to be true for the guidance of our own conduct: 
and it is assuming no more when we forbid bad men to pervert 
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society by the propagation of opinions which we regard as false and 
pernicious. 

I answer, that it is assuming very much more. There is the 
greatest difference between presuming an opinion to be true, 
because, with every opportunity for contesting it, it has not been 
refuted, and assuming its truth for the purpose of not permitting its 
refutation. Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving our 
opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in assuming its truth 
for purposes of action; and on no other terms can a being with 
human faculties have any rational assurance of being right. 

When we consider either the history of opinion, or the ordinary 
conduct of human life, to what is it to be ascribed that the one and 
the other are no worse than they are? Not certainly to the inherent 
force of the human understanding; for, on any matter not self-
evident, there are ninety-nine persons totally incapable of judging 
of it, for one who is capable; and the capacity of the hundredth 
person is only comparative; for the majority of the eminent men of 
every past generation held many opinions now known to be 
erroneous, and did or approved numerous things which no one will 
now justify. Why is it, then, that there is on the whole a 
preponderance among mankind of rational opinions and rational 
conduct? If there really is this preponderance — which there must 
be, unless human affairs are, and have always been, in an almost 
desperate state — it is owing to a quality of the human mind, the 
source of everything respectable in man, either as an intellectual or 
as a moral being, namely, that his errors are corrigible. He is capable 
of rectifying his mistakes by discussion and experience. Not by 
experience alone. There must be discussion, to show how 
experience is to be interpreted. Wrong opinions and practices 
gradually yield to fact and argument: but facts and arguments, to 
produce any effect on the mind, must be brought before it. Very 
few facts are able to tell their own story, without comments to bring 
out their meaning. The whole strength and value, then, of human 
judgment, depending on the one property, that it can be set right 
when it is wrong, reliance can be placed on it only when the means 
of setting it right are kept constantly at hand. In the case of any 
person whose judgment is really deserving of confidence, how has 
it become so? Because he has kept his mind open to criticism of his 
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opinions and conduct. Because it has been his practice to listen to 
all that could be said against him; to profit by as much of it as was 
just, and expound to himself, and upon occasion to others, the 
fallacy of what was fallacious. Because he has felt, that the only way 
in which a human being can make some approach to knowing the 
whole of a subject, is by hearing what can be said about it by 
persons of every variety of opinion, and studying all modes in which 
it can be looked at by every character of mind. No wise man ever 
acquired his wisdom in any mode but this; nor is it in the nature of 
human intellect to become wise in any other manner. The steady 
habit of correcting and completing his own opinion by collating it 
with those of others, so far from causing doubt and hesitation in 
carrying it into practice, is the only stable foundation for a just 
reliance on it: for, being cognizant of all that can, at least obviously, 
be said against him, and having taken up his position against all 
gainsayers knowing that he has sought for objections and 
difficulties, instead of avoiding them, and has shut out no light 
which can be thrown upon the subject from any quarter — he has 
a right to think his judgment better than that of any person, or any 
multitude, who have not gone through a similar process. 

It is not too much to require that what the wisest of mankind, 
those who are best entitled to trust their own judgment, find 
necessary to warrant their relying on it, should be submitted to by 
that miscellaneous collection of a few wise and many foolish 
individuals, called the public. The most intolerant of churches, the 
Roman Catholic Church, even at the canonization of a saint, admits, 
and listens patiently to, a “devil’s advocate.” The holiest of men, it 
appears, cannot be admitted to posthumous honors, until all that 
the devil could say against him is known and weighed. If even the 
Newtonian philosophy were not permitted to be questioned, 
mankind could not feel as complete assurance of its truth as they 
now do. The beliefs which we have most warrant for, have no 
safeguard to rest on, but a standing invitation to the whole world 
to prove them unfounded. If the challenge is not accepted, or is 
accepted and the attempt fails, we are far enough from certainty 
still; but we have done the best that the existing state of human 
reason admits of; we have neglected nothing that could give the 
truth a chance of reaching us: if the lists are kept open, we may 
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hope that if there be a better truth, it will be found when the human 
mind is capable of receiving it; and in the meantime we may rely on 
having attained such approach to truth, as is possible in our own 
day. This is the amount of certainty attainable by a fallible being, 
and this the sole way of attaining it. 

Strange it is, that men should admit the validity of the arguments 
for free discussion, but object to their being “pushed to an 
extreme;” not seeing that unless the reasons are good for an 
extreme case, they are not good for any case. Strange that they 
should imagine that they are not assuming infallibility when they 
acknowledge that there should be free discussion on all subjects 
which can possibly be doubtful, but think that some particular 
principle or doctrine should be forbidden to be questioned because 
it is so certain, that is, because they are certain that it is certain. To 
call any proposition certain, while there is any one who would deny 
its certainty if permitted, but who is not permitted, is to assume that 
we ourselves, and those who agree with us, are the judges of 
certainty, and judges without hearing the other side. 

In the present age — which has been described as “destitute of 
faith, but terrified at scepticism,"— in which people feel sure, not 
so much that their opinions are true, as that they should not know 
what to do without them — the claims of an opinion to be 
protected from public attack are rested not so much on its truth, as 
on its importance to society. There are, it is alleged, certain beliefs, 
so useful, not to say indispensable to well-being, that it is as much 
the duty of governments to uphold those beliefs, as to protect any 
other of the interests of society. In a case of such necessity, and so 
directly in the line of their duty, something less than infallibility 
may, it is maintained, warrant, and even bind, governments, to act 
on their own opinion, confirmed by the general opinion of 
mankind. It is also often argued, and still oftener thought, that none 
but bad men would desire to weaken these salutary beliefs; and 
there can be nothing wrong, it is thought, in restraining bad men, 
and prohibiting what only such men would wish to practise. This 
mode of thinking makes the justification of restraints on discussion 
not a question of the truth of doctrines, but of their usefulness; and 
flatters itself by that means to escape the responsibility of claiming 
to be an infallible judge of opinions. But those who thus satisfy 
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themselves, do not perceive that the assumption of infallibility is 
merely shifted from one point to another. The usefulness of an 
opinion is itself matter of opinion: as disputable, as open to 
discussion and requiring discussion as much, as the opinion itself. 
There is the same need of an infallible judge of opinions to decide 
an opinion to be noxious, as to decide it to be false, unless the 
opinion condemned has full opportunity of defending itself. And it 
will not do to say that the heretic may be allowed to maintain the 
utility or harmlessness of his opinion, though forbidden to maintain 
its truth. The truth of an opinion is part of its utility. If we would 
know whether or not it is desirable that a proposition should be 
believed, is it possible to exclude the consideration of whether or 
not it is true? In the opinion, not of bad men, but of the best men, 
no belief which is contrary to truth can be really useful: and can you 
prevent such men from urging that plea, when they are charged 
with culpability for denying some doctrine which they are told is 
useful, but which they believe to be false? Those who are on the 
side of received opinions, never fail to take all possible advantage 
of this plea; you do not find them handling the question of utility 
as if it could be completely abstracted from that of truth: on the 
contrary, it is, above all, because their doctrine is “the truth,” that 
the knowledge or the belief of it is held to be so indispensable. 
There can be no fair discussion of the question of usefulness, when 
an argument so vital may be employed on one side, but not on the 
other. And in point of fact, when law or public feeling do not permit 
the truth of an opinion to be disputed, they are just as little tolerant 
of a denial of its usefulness. The utmost they allow is an extenuation 
of its absolute necessity or of the positive guilt of rejecting it. 

In order more fully to illustrate the mischief of denying a hearing 
to opinions because we, in our own judgment, have condemned 
them, it will be desirable to fix down the discussion to a concrete 
case; and I choose, by preference, the cases which are least 
favourable to me — in which the argument against freedom of 
opinion, both on the score of truth and on that of utility, is 
considered the strongest. Let the opinions impugned be the belief 
in a God and in a future state, or any of the commonly received 
doctrines of morality. To fight the battle on such ground, gives a 
great advantage to an unfair antagonist; since he will be sure to say 
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(and many who have no desire to be unfair will say it internally), 
Are these the doctrines which you do not deem sufficiently certain 
to be taken under the protection of law? Is the belief in a God one 
of the opinions, to feel sure of which, you hold to be assuming 
infallibility? But I must be permitted to observe, that it is not the 
feeling sure of a doctrine (be it what it may) which I call an 
assumption of infallibility. It is the undertaking to decide that 
question for others, without allowing them to hear what can be said 
on the contrary side. And I denounce and reprobate this pretension 
not the less, if put forth on the side of my most solemn convictions. 
However positive any one’s persuasion may be, not only of the 
falsity, but of the pernicious consequences — not only of the 
pernicious consequences, but (to adopt expressions which I 
altogether condemn) the immorality and impiety of an opinion; yet 
if, in pursuance of that private judgment, though backed by the 
public judgment of his country or his contemporaries, he prevents 
the opinion from being heard in its defence, he assumes infallibility. 
And so far from the assumption being less objectionable or less 
dangerous because the opinion is called immoral or impious, this is 
the case of all others in which it is most fatal. These are exactly the 
occasions on which the men of one generation commit those 
dreadful mistakes which excite the astonishment and horror of 
posterity. It is among such that we find the instances memorable in 
history, when the arm of the law has been employed to root out the 
best men and the noblest doctrines; with deplorable success as to 
the men, though some of the doctrines have survived to be (as if in 
mockery) invoked, in defence of similar conduct towards those who 
dissent from them, or from their received interpretation. 

Mankind can hardly be too often reminded, that there was once 
a man named Socrates, between whom and the legal authorities and 
public opinion of his time, there took place a memorable collision. 
Born in an age and country abounding in individual greatness, this 
man has been handed down to us by those who best knew both 
him and the age, as the most virtuous man in it; while we know him 
as the head and prototype of all subsequent teachers of virtue, the 
source equally of the lofty inspiration of Plato and the judicious 
utilitarianism of Aristotle, “i maestri di color che sanno,” the two 
headsprings of ethical as of all other philosophy. This 
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acknowledged master of all the eminent thinkers who have since 
lived — whose fame, still growing after more than two thousand 
years, all but outweighs the whole remainder of the names which 
make his native city illustrious — was put to death by his 
countrymen, after a judicial conviction, for impiety and immorality. 
Impiety, in denying the gods recognized by the State; indeed his 
accuser asserted (see the “Apologia”) that he believed in no gods at 
all. Immorality, in being, by his doctrines and instructions, a 
“corrupter of youth.” Of these charges the tribunal, there is every 
ground for believing, honestly found him guilty, and condemned 
the man who probably of all then born had deserved best of 
mankind, to be put to death as a criminal. 

To pass from this to the only other instance of judicial iniquity, 
the mention of which, after the condemnation of Socrates, would 
not be an anti-climax: the event which took place on Calvary rather 
more than eighteen hundred years ago. The man who left on the 
memory of those who witnessed his life and conversation, such an 
impression of his moral grandeur, that eighteen subsequent 
centuries have done homage to him as the Almighty in person, was 
ignominiously put to death, as what? As a blasphemer. Men did not 
merely mistake their benefactor; they mistook him for the exact 
contrary of what he was, and treated him as that prodigy of impiety, 
which they themselves are now held to be, for their treatment of 
him. The feelings with which mankind now regard these lamentable 
transactions, especially the latter of the two, render them extremely 
unjust in their judgment of the unhappy actors. These were, to all 
appearance, not bad men — not worse than men most commonly 
are, but rather the contrary; men who possessed in a full, or 
somewhat more than a full measure, the religious, moral, and 
patriotic feelings of their time and people: the very kind of men 
who, in all times, our own included, have every chance of passing 
through life blameless and respected. The high-priest who rent his 
garments when the words were pronounced, which, according to 
all the ideas of his country, constituted the blackest guilt, was in all 
probability quite as sincere in his horror and indignation, as the 
generality of respectable and pious men now are in the religious and 
moral sentiments they profess; and most of those who now shudder 
at his conduct, if they had lived in his time and been born Jews, 
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would have acted precisely as he did. Orthodox Christians who are 
tempted to think that those who stoned to death the first martyrs 
must have been worse men than they themselves are, ought to 
remember that one of those persecutors was Saint Paul. 

Let us add one more example, the most striking of all, if the 
impressiveness of an error is measured by the wisdom and virtue of 
him who falls into it. If ever any one, possessed of power, had 
grounds for thinking himself the best and most enlightened among 
his contemporaries, it was the Emperor Marcus Aurelius. Absolute 
monarch of the whole civilized world, he preserved through life not 
only the most unblemished justice, but what was less to be expected 
from his Stoical breeding, the tenderest heart. The few failings 
which are attributed to him, were all on the side of indulgence: while 
his writings, the highest ethical product of the ancient mind, differ 
scarcely perceptibly, if they differ at all, from the most characteristic 
teachings of Christ. This man, a better Christian in all but the 
dogmatic sense of the word, than almost any of the ostensibly 
Christian sovereigns who have since reigned, persecuted 
Christianity. Placed at the summit of all the previous attainments of 
humanity, with an open, unfettered intellect, and a character which 
led him of himself to embody in his moral writings the Christian 
ideal, he yet failed to see that Christianity was to be a good and not 
an evil to the world, with his duties to which he was so deeply 
penetrated. Existing society he knew to be in a deplorable state. But 
such as it was, he saw or thought he saw, that it was held together 
and prevented from being worse, by belief and reverence of the 
received divinities. As a ruler of mankind, he deemed it his duty not 
to suffer society to fall in pieces; and saw not how, if its existing ties 
were removed, any others could be formed which could again knit 
it together. The new religion openly aimed at dissolving these ties: 
unless, therefore, it was his duty to adopt that religion, it seemed to 
be his duty to put it down. Inasmuch then as the theology of 
Christianity did not appear to him true or of divine origin; inasmuch 
as this strange history of a crucified God was not credible to him, 
and a system which purported to rest entirely upon a foundation to 
him so wholly unbelievable, could not be foreseen by him to be that 
renovating agency which, after all abatements, it has in fact proved 
to be; the gentlest and most amiable of philosophers and rulers, 
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under a solemn sense of duty, authorized the persecution of 
Christianity. To my mind this is one of the most tragical facts in all 
history. It is a bitter thought, how different a thing the Christianity 
of the world might have been, if the Christian faith had been 
adopted as the religion of the empire under the auspices of Marcus 
Aurelius instead of those of Constantine. But it would be equally 
unjust to him and false to truth, to deny, that no one plea which 
can be urged for punishing anti-Christian teaching, was wanting to 
Marcus Aurelius for punishing, as he did, the propagation of 
Christianity. No Christian more firmly believes that Atheism is 
false, and tends to the dissolution of society, than Marcus Aurelius 
believed the same things of Christianity; he who, of all men then 
living, might have been thought the most capable of appreciating it. 
Unless any one who approves of punishment for the promulgation 
of opinions, flatters himself that he is a wiser and better man than 
Marcus Aurelius — more deeply versed in the wisdom of his time, 
more elevated in his intellect above it — more earnest in his search 
for truth, or more single-minded in his devotion to it when found 
— let him abstain from that assumption of the joint infallibility of 
himself and the multitude, which the great Antoninus made with so 
unfortunate a result. 

Aware of the impossibility of defending the use of punishment 
for restraining irreligious opinions, by any argument which will not 
justify Marcus Antoninus, the enemies of religious freedom, when 
hard pressed, occasionally accept this consequence, and say, with 
Dr. Johnson, that the persecutors of Christianity were in the right; 
that persecution is an ordeal through which truth ought to pass, and 
always passes successfully, legal penalties being, in the end, 
powerless against truth, though sometimes beneficially effective 
against mischievous errors. This is a form of the argument for 
religious intolerance, sufficiently remarkable not to be passed 
without notice. 

A theory which maintains that truth may justifiably be 
persecuted because persecution cannot possibly do it any harm, 
cannot be charged with being intentionally hostile to the reception 
of new truths; but we cannot commend the generosity of its dealing 
with the persons to whom mankind are indebted for them. To 
discover to the world something which deeply concerns it, and of 
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which it was previously ignorant; to prove to it that it had been 
mistaken on some vital point of temporal or spiritual interest, is as 
important a service as a human being can render to his fellow-
creatures, and in certain cases, as in those of the early Christians 
and of the Reformers, those who think with Dr. Johnson believe it 
to have been the most precious gift which could be bestowed on 
mankind. That the authors of such splendid benefits should be 
requited by martyrdom; that their reward should be to be dealt with 
as the vilest of criminals, is not, upon this theory, a deplorable error 
and misfortune, for which humanity should mourn in sackcloth and 
ashes, but the normal and justifiable state of things. The 
propounder of a new truth, according to this doctrine, should stand, 
as stood, in the legislation of the Locrians, the proposer of a new 
law, with a halter round his neck, to be instantly tightened if the 
public assembly did not, on hearing his reasons, then and there 
adopt his proposition. People who defend this mode of treating 
benefactors, can not be supposed to set much value on the benefit; 
and I believe this view of the subject is mostly confined to the sort 
of persons who think that new truths may have been desirable once, 
but that we have had enough of them now. 

But, indeed, the dictum that truth always triumphs over 
persecution, is one of those pleasant falsehoods which men repeat 
after one another till they pass into commonplaces, but which all 
experience refutes. History teems with instances of truth put down 
by persecution. If not suppressed forever, it may be thrown back 
for centuries. To speak only of religious opinions: the Reformation 
broke out at least twenty times before Luther, and was put down. 
Arnold of Brescia was put down. Fra Dolcino was put down. 
Savonarola was put down. The Albigeois were put down. The 
Vaudois were put down. The Lollards were put down. The Hussites 
were put down. Even after the era of Luther, wherever persecution 
was persisted in, it was successful. In Spain, Italy, Flanders, the 
Austrian empire, Protestantism was rooted out; and, most likely, 
would have been so in England, had Queen Mary lived, or Queen 
Elizabeth died. Persecution has always succeeded, save where the 
heretics were too strong a party to be effectually persecuted. No 
reasonable person can doubt that Christianity might have been 
extirpated in the Roman empire. It spread, and became 
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predominant, because the persecutions were only occasional, 
lasting but a short time, and separated by long intervals of almost 
undisturbed propagandism. It is a piece of idle sentimentality that 
truth, merely as truth, has any inherent power denied to error, of 
prevailing against the dungeon and the stake. Men are not more 
zealous for truth than they often are for error, and a sufficient 
application of legal or even of social penalties will generally succeed 
in stopping the propagation of either. The real advantage which 
truth has, consists in this, that when an opinion is true, it may be 
extinguished once, twice, or many times, but in the course of ages 
there will generally be found persons to rediscover it, until some 
one of its reappearances falls on a time when from favourable 
circumstances it escapes persecution until it has made such head as 
to withstand all subsequent attempts to suppress it. … 

A state of things in which a large portion of the most active and 
inquiring intellects find it advisable to keep the genuine principles 
and grounds of their convictions within their own breasts, and 
attempt, in what they address to the public, to fit as much as they 
can of their own conclusions to premises which they have internally 
renounced, cannot send forth the open, fearless characters, and 
logical, consistent intellects who once adorned the thinking world. 
The sort of men who can be looked for under it, are either mere 
conformers to commonplace, or time-servers for truth whose 
arguments on all great subjects are meant for their hearers, and are 
not those which have convinced themselves. Those who avoid this 
alternative, do so by narrowing their thoughts and interests to 
things which can be spoken of without venturing within the region 
of principles, that is, to small practical matters, which would come 
right of themselves, if but the minds of mankind were strengthened 
and enlarged, and which will never be made effectually right until 
then; while that which would strengthen and enlarge men’s minds, 
free and daring speculation on the highest subjects, is abandoned. 

Those in whose eyes this reticence on the part of heretics is no 
evil, should consider in the first place, that in consequence of it 
there is never any fair and thorough discussion of heretical 
opinions; and that such of them as could not stand such a 
discussion, though they may be prevented from spreading, do not 
disappear. But it is not the minds of heretics that are deteriorated 
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most, by the ban placed on all inquiry which does not end in the 
orthodox conclusions. The greatest harm done is to those who are 
not heretics, and whose whole mental development is cramped, and 
their reason cowed, by the fear of heresy. Who can compute what 
the world loses in the multitude of promising intellects combined 
with timid characters, who dare not follow out any bold, vigorous, 
independent train of thought, lest it should land them in something 
which would admit of being considered irreligious or immoral? 
Among them we may occasionally see some man of deep 
conscientiousness, and subtile and refined understanding, who 
spends a life in sophisticating with an intellect which he cannot 
silence, and exhausts the resources of ingenuity in attempting to 
reconcile the promptings of his conscience and reason with 
orthodoxy, which yet he does not, perhaps, to the end succeed in 
doing. No one can be a great thinker who does not recognize, that 
as a thinker it is his first duty to follow his intellect to whatever 
conclusions it may lead. Truth gains more even by the errors of one 
who, with due study and preparation, thinks for himself, than by 
the true opinions of those who only hold them because they do not 
suffer themselves to think. Not that it is solely, or chiefly, to form 
great thinkers, that freedom of thinking is required. On the 
contrary, it is as much, and even more indispensable, to enable 
average human beings to attain the mental stature which they are 
capable of. There have been, and may again be, great individual 
thinkers, in a general atmosphere of mental slavery. But there never 
has been, nor ever will be, in that atmosphere, an intellectually 
active people. Where any people has made a temporary approach 
to such a character, it has been because the dread of heterodox 
speculation was for a time suspended. Where there is a tacit 
convention that principles are not to be disputed; where the 
discussion of the greatest questions which can occupy humanity is 
considered to be closed, we cannot hope to find that generally high 
scale of mental activity which has made some periods of history so 
remarkable. Never when controversy avoided the subjects which 
are large and important enough to kindle enthusiasm, was the mind 
of a people stirred up from its foundations, and the impulse given 
which raised even persons of the most ordinary intellect to 
something of the dignity of thinking beings. Of such we have had 
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an example in the condition of Europe during the times 
immediately following the Reformation; another, though limited to 
the Continent and to a more cultivated class, in the speculative 
movement of the latter half of the eighteenth century; and a third, 
of still briefer duration, in the intellectual fermentation of Germany 
during the Goethian and Fichtean period. These periods differed 
widely in the particular opinions which they developed; but were 
alike in this, that during all three the yoke of authority was broken. 
In each, an old mental despotism had been thrown off, and no new 
one had yet taken its place. The impulse given at these three periods 
has made Europe what it now is. Every single improvement which 
has taken place either in the human mind or in institutions, may be 
traced distinctly to one or other of them. Appearances have for 
some time indicated that all three impulses are well-nigh spent; and 
we can expect no fresh start, until we again assert our mental 
freedom. 

Let us now pass to the second division of the argument, and 
dismissing the Supposition that any of the received opinions may 
be false, let us assume them to be true, and examine into the worth 
of the manner in which they are likely to be held, when their truth 
is not freely and openly canvassed. However unwillingly a person 
who has a strong opinion may admit the possibility that his opinion 
may be false, he ought to be moved by the consideration that 
however true it may be, if it is not fully, frequently, and fearlessly 
discussed, it will be held as a dead dogma, not a living truth. 

There is a class of persons (happily not quite so numerous as 
formerly) who think it enough if a person assents undoubtingly to 
what they think true, though he has no knowledge whatever of the 
grounds of the opinion, and could not make a tenable defence of it 
against the most superficial objections. Such persons, if they can 
once get their creed taught from authority, naturally think that no 
good, and some harm, comes of its being allowed to be questioned. 
Where their influence prevails, they make it nearly impossible for 
the received opinion to be rejected wisely and considerately, though 
it may still be rejected rashly and ignorantly; for to shut out 
discussion entirely is seldom possible, and when it once gets in, 
beliefs not grounded on conviction are apt to give way before the 
slightest semblance of an argument. Waiving, however, this 
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possibility — assuming that the true opinion abides in the mind, 
but abides as a prejudice, a belief independent of, and proof against, 
argument — this is not the way in which truth ought to be held by 
a rational being. This is not knowing the truth. Truth, thus held, is 
but one superstition the more, accidentally clinging to the words 
which enunciate a truth. 

If the intellect and judgment of mankind ought to be cultivated, 
a thing which Protestants at least do not deny, on what can these 
faculties be more appropriately exercised by any one, than on the 
things which concern him so much that it is considered necessary 
for him to hold opinions on them? If the cultivation of the 
understanding consists in one thing more than in another, it is 
surely in learning the grounds of one’s own opinions. Whatever 
people believe, on subjects on which it is of the first importance to 
believe rightly, they ought to be able to defend against at least the 
common objections. But, some one may say, “Let them be taught 
the grounds of their opinions. It does not follow that opinions must 
be merely parroted because they are never heard controverted. 
Persons who learn geometry do not simply commit the theorems 
to memory, but understand and learn likewise the demonstrations; 
and it would be absurd to say that they remain ignorant of the 
grounds of geometrical truths, because they never hear any one 
deny, and attempt to disprove them.” Undoubtedly: and such 
teaching suffices on a subject like mathematics, where there is 
nothing at all to be said on the wrong side of the question. The 
peculiarity of the evidence of mathematical truths is, that all the 
argument is on one side. There are no objections, and no answers 
to objections. But on every subject on which difference of opinion 
is possible, the truth depends on a balance to be struck between 
two sets of conflicting reasons. Even in natural philosophy, there is 
always some other explanation possible of the same facts; some 
geocentric theory instead of heliocentric, some phlogiston instead 
of oxygen; and it has to be shown why that other theory cannot be 
the true one: and until this is shown and until we know how it is 
shown, we do not understand the grounds of our opinion. But 
when we turn to subjects infinitely more complicated, to morals, 
religion, politics, social relations, and the business of life, three-
fourths of the arguments for every disputed opinion consist in 
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dispelling the appearances which favor some opinion different 
from it. The greatest orator, save one, of antiquity, has left it on 
record that he always studied his adversary’s case with as great, if 
not with still greater, intensity than even his own. What Cicero 
practised as the means of forensic success, requires to be imitated 
by all who study any subject in order to arrive at the truth. He who 
knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His 
reasons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute 
them. But if he is equally unable to refute the reasons on the 
opposite side; if he does not so much as know what they are, he has 
no ground for preferring either opinion. The rational position for 
him would be suspension of judgment, and unless he contents 
himself with that, he is either led by authority, or adopts, like the 
generality of the world, the side to which he feels most inclination. 
Nor is it enough that he should hear the arguments of adversaries 
from his own teachers, presented as they state them, and 
accompanied by what they offer as refutations. This is not the way 
to do justice to the arguments, or bring them into real contact with 
his own mind. He must be able to hear them from persons who 
actually believe them; who defend them in earnest, and do their very 
utmost for them. He must know them in their most plausible and 
persuasive form; he must feel the whole force of the difficulty 
which the true view of the subject has to encounter and dispose of, 
else he will never really possess himself of the portion of truth 
which meets and removes that difficulty. Ninety-nine in a hundred 
of what are called educated men are in this condition, even of those 
who can argue fluently for their opinions. Their conclusion may be 
true, but it might be false for anything they know: they have never 
thrown themselves into the mental position of those who think 
differently from them, and considered what such persons may have 
to say; and consequently they do not, in any proper sense of the 
word, know the doctrine which they themselves profess. They do 
not know those parts of it which explain and justify the remainder; 
the considerations which show that a fact which seemingly conflicts 
with another is reconcilable with it, or that, of two apparently strong 
reasons, one and not the other ought to be preferred. All that part 
of the truth which turns the scale, and decides the judgment of a 
completely informed mind, they are strangers to; nor is it ever really 
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known, but to those who have attended equally and impartially to 
both sides, and endeavored to see the reasons of both in the 
strongest light. So essential is this discipline to a real understanding 
of moral and human subjects, that if opponents of all important 
truths do not exist, it is indispensable to imagine them and supply 
them with the strongest arguments which the most skilful devil’s 
advocate can conjure up. … 

All languages and literatures are full of general observations on 
life, both as to what it is, and how to conduct oneself in it; 
observations which everybody knows, which everybody repeats, or 
hears with acquiescence, which are received as truisms, yet of which 
most people first truly learn the meaning, when experience, 
generally of a painful kind, has made it a reality to them. How often, 
when smarting under some unforeseen misfortune or 
disappointment, does a person call to mind some proverb or 
common saying familiar to him all his life, the meaning of which, if 
he had ever before felt it as he does now, would have saved him 
from the calamity. There are indeed reasons for this, other than the 
absence of discussion: there are many truths of which the full 
meaning cannot be realized, until personal experience has brought 
it home. But much more of the meaning even of these would have 
been understood, and what was understood would have been far 
more deeply impressed on the mind, if the man had been 
accustomed to hear it argued pro and con by people who did 
understand it. The fatal tendency of mankind to leave off thinking 
about a thing when it is no longer doubtful, is the cause of half their 
errors. A contemporary author has well spoken of “the deep 
slumber of a decided opinion.” 

But what! (it may be asked) Is the absence of unanimity an 
indispensable condition of true knowledge? Is it necessary that 
some part of mankind should persist in error, to enable any to 
realize the truth? Does a belief cease to be real and vital as soon as 
it is generally received — and is a proposition never thoroughly 
understood and felt unless some doubt of it remains? As soon as 
mankind have unanimously accepted a truth, does the truth perish 
within them? The highest aim and best result of improved 
intelligence, it has hitherto been thought, is to unite mankind more 
and more in the acknowledgment of all important truths: and does 



THE PHILOSOPHY HANDBOOK 

110 

the intelligence only last as long as it has not achieved its object? 
Do the fruits of conquest perish by the very completeness of the 
victory? 

I affirm no such thing. As mankind improve, the number of 
doctrines which are no longer disputed or doubted will be 
constantly on the increase: and the well-being of mankind may 
almost be measured by the number and gravity of the truths which 
have reached the point of being uncontested. The cessation, on one 
question after another, of serious controversy, is one of the 
necessary incidents of the consolidation of opinion; a consolidation 
as salutary in the case of true opinions, as it is dangerous and 
noxious when the opinions are erroneous. But though this gradual 
narrowing of the bounds of diversity of opinion is necessary in both 
senses of the term, being at once inevitable and indispensable, we 
are not therefore obliged to conclude that all its consequences must 
be beneficial. The loss of so important an aid to the intelligent and 
living apprehension of a truth, as is afforded by the necessity of 
explaining it to, or defending it against, opponents, though not 
sufficient to outweigh, is no trifling drawback from, the benefit of 
its universal recognition. Where this advantage can no longer be 
had, I confess I should like to see the teachers of mankind 
endeavoring to provide a substitute for it; some contrivance for 
making the difficulties of the question as present to the learner’s 
consciousness, as if they were pressed upon him by a dissentient 
champion, eager for his conversion. 

But instead of seeking contrivances for this purpose, they have 
lost those they formerly had. The Socratic dialectics, so 
magnificently exemplified in the dialogues of Plato, were a 
contrivance of this description. They were essentially a negative 
discussion of the great questions of philosophy and life, directed 
with consummate skill to the purpose of convincing any one who 
had merely adopted the commonplaces of received opinion, that he 
did not understand the subject — that he as yet attached no definite 
meaning to the doctrines he professed; in order that, becoming 
aware of his ignorance, he might be put in the way to attain a stable 
belief, resting on a clear apprehension both of the meaning of 
doctrines and of their evidence. The school disputations of the 
Middle Ages had a somewhat similar object. They were intended to 
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make sure that the pupil understood his own opinion, and (by 
necessary correlation) the opinion opposed to it, and could enforce 
the grounds of the one and confute those of the other. These last-
mentioned contests had indeed the incurable defect, that the 
premises appealed to were taken from authority, not from reason; 
and, as a discipline to the mind, they were in every respect inferior 
to the powerful dialectics which formed the intellects of the 
“Socratici viri:” but the modern mind owes far more to both than 
it is generally willing to admit, and the present modes of education 
contain nothing which in the smallest degree supplies the place 
either of the one or of the other. A person who derives all his 
instruction from teachers or books, even if he escape the besetting 
temptation of contenting himself with cram, is under no 
compulsion to hear both sides; accordingly it is far from a frequent 
accomplishment, even among thinkers, to know both sides; and the 
weakest part of what everybody says in defence of his opinion, is 
what he intends as a reply to antagonists. It is the fashion of the 
present time to disparage negative logic — that which points out 
weaknesses in theory or errors in practice, without establishing 
positive truths. Such negative criticism would indeed be poor 
enough as an ultimate result; but as a means to attaining any positive 
knowledge or conviction worthy the name, it cannot be valued too 
highly; and until people are again systematically trained to it, there 
will be few great thinkers, and a low general average of intellect, in 
any but the mathematical and physical departments of speculation. 
On any other subject no one’s opinions deserve the name of 
knowledge, except so far as he has either had forced upon him by 
others, or gone through of himself, the same mental process which 
would have been required of him in carrying on an active 
controversy with opponents. That, therefore, which when absent, 
it is so indispensable, but so difficult, to create, how worse than 
absurd is it to forego, when spontaneously offering itself! If there 
are any persons who contest a received opinion, or who will do so 
if law or opinion will let them, let us thank them for it, open our 
minds to listen to them, and rejoice that there is some one to do for 
us what we otherwise ought, if we have any regard for either the 
certainty or the vitality of our convictions, to do with much greater 
labor for ourselves. 
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QUOTES ON TRUTH 
 

The investigation of the truth is in one way hard, in another easy. 

An indication of this is found in the fact that no one is able to attain 

the truth adequately, while, on the other hand, we do not 

collectively fail, but every one says something true about the nature 

of things, and while individually we contribute little or nothing to 

the truth, by the union of all a considerable amount is amassed. 

Therefore, since the truth seems to be like the proverbial door, 

which no one can fail to hit, in this respect it must be easy, but the 

fact that we can have a whole truth and not the particular part we 

aim at shows the difficulty of it. Perhaps, too, as difficulties are of 

two kinds, the cause of the present difficulty is not in the facts but 

in us. For as the eyes of bats are to the blaze of day, so is the reason 

in our soul to the things which are by nature most evident of all. 

- Aristotle, Metaphysics, 993a30 

Remember that to change thy opinion and to follow him who 

corrects thy error is as consistent with freedom as it is to persist in 

thy error. 

- Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, bk. 8 

If human grasp were capable and strong enough to seize on truth 

by our own means, these means being common to all men, this 

truth would be conveyed from hand to hand, from one to another; 

and at least there would be some one thing to be found in the world, 

amongst so many as there are, that would be believed by men with 

an universal consent; but this, that there is no one proposition that 

is not debated and controverted amongst us, or that may not be, 

makes it very manifest that our natural judgment does not very 
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clearly discern what it embraces; for my judgment cannot make my 

companions approve of what it approves; which is a sign that I 

seized it by some other means than by a natural power that is in me 

and in all other men. 

- Michel de Montaigne, Essays, Apology for Raymond Sebond 

Some years ago I was struck by how many false things I had 

believed, and by how doubtful was the structure of beliefs that I 

had based on them. I realized that if I wanted to establish anything 

in the sciences that was stable and likely to last, I needed – just once 

in my life – to demolish everything completely and start again from 

the foundations. 

- René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, I 

I do not know what I may appear to the world, but to myself I seem 

to have been only like a boy playing on the seashore, and diverting 

myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell 

than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered 

before me. 

- Isaac Newton, Remark, 1727 

If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants. 

- Isaac Newton, Letter to Robert Hooke, (5. Feb. 1676) 

Truth scarce ever yet carried it by vote anywhere at its first 

appearance: new opinions are always suspected, and usually 

opposed, without any other reason but because they are not already 

common. But truth, like gold, is not the less so for being newly 

brought out of the mine. It is trial and examination must give it 
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price, and not any antique fashion; and though it be not yet current 

by the public stamp, yet it may, for all that, be as old as nature, and 

is certainly not the less genuine. 

- John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 

Dedication 

It is ... easy to be certain. One has only to be sufficiently vague. 

- C. S. Peirce, Collected Papers, 4, 237 

It is easy to obtain confirmations, or verifications, for nearly every 

theory— if we look for confirmations. Confirmations should count 

only if they are the result of risky predictions ... A theory which is 

not refutable by any conceivable event is non-scientific. 

Irrefutability is not a virtue of a theory (as people often think) but 

a vice. Every genuine test of a theory is an attempt to falsify it, or 

refute it. 

- Karl Popper, Conjectures and Refutations 

We can never make absolutely certain that our theory is not lost. 

All we can do is search for the falsity content of our best theory. 

We do so by trying to refute our theory; that is, by trying to test it 

severely in the light of all our objective knowledge and all our 

ingenuity. It is, of course, always possible that our theory may be 

false even if it passes all these tests; this is allowed for by our search 

for verisimilitude. But if it passes all these tests then we may have 

good reason to conjecture that our theory, which as we know has a 

greater truth content than its predecessor, may have no greater 

falsity content. And if we fail to refute the new theory, especially in 

fields in which its predecessor has been refuted, then we can claim 

this as one of the objective reasons for the conjecture that the new 
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theory is a better approximation of truth than the old theory. 

- Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge 

Error is not only the absolute error of believing what is false, but 

also the quantitative error of believing more or less strongly than is 

warranted by the degree of credibility properly attaching to the 

proposition believed in relation to the believer's knowledge. A man 

who is quite convinced that a certain horse will win the Derby is in 

error even if he does win. 

- Bertrand Russell, Human Knowledge, V, 6 

Thought ... is still possible, and no doubt actual, wherever men live 

under the conditions of political freedom. Unfortunately ... no 

other human capacity is so vulnerable, and it is in fact far easier to 

act under conditions of tyranny than it is to think. 

- Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, ch. 45 

Nobody knows more than a tiny fragment of science well enough 

to judge its validity and value at first hand. For the rest he has to 

rely on views accepted at second hand on the authority of a 

community of people accredited as scientists. But this accrediting 

depends in its turn on a complex organization. For each member 

of the community can judge at first hand only a small number of 

his fellow members, and yet eventually each is accredited by all. 

What happens is that each recognizes as scientists a number of 

others by whom he is recognized as such in return, and these 

relations form chains which transmit these mutual recognitions at 

second hand through the whole community. This is how each 

member becomes directly or indirectly accredited by all. The system 

extends into the past. Its members recognize the same set of 
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persons as their masters and derive from this allegiance a common 

tradition, of which each carries on a particular strand. 

- Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge 

The amount of knowledge which we can justify from evidence 

directly available to us can never be large. The overwhelming 

proportion of our factual beliefs continue therefore to be held at 

second hand through trusting others, and in the great majority of 

cases our trust is placed in the authority of comparatively few 

people of widely acknowledged standing. 

- Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge 



117 

SECTION 7: AVOIDING TRUTH 
 
 

In 399 B.C., Socrates was sentenced to death after being found 
guilty of impiety and corrupting the youth. the Phaedo (translated by 
Benjamin Jowett), written by Plato, is an account of Socrates' last 
hours and his death in the jail at Athens. Socrates spends his final 
hours discussing the nature of the soul, the relationship between 
the soul and the body, and the fate of the soul after death. 

In this passage, Socrates warns Phaedo (who is narrating the 
dialogue and who the dialogue is named after) of the dangers of 
becoming a misologist; someone who hates philosophy or the 
rational discourse of ideas. He goes on to explain how this attitude 
develops in men and how we can avoid it. 

READING: SHORT EXCERPT FROM PHAEDO BY 

PLATO 

[Socrates:] Let us take care that we avoid a danger. 
[Phaedo:] Of what nature? I said. 
Lest we become misologists, he replied, no worse thing can 

happen to a man than this. For as there are misanthropists or haters 
of men, there are also misologists or haters of ideas, and both spring 
from the same cause, which is ignorance of the world. Misanthropy 
arises out of the too great confidence of inexperience;—you trust a 
man and think him altogether true and sound and faithful, and then 
in a little while he turns out to be false and knavish; and then 
another and another, and when this has happened several times to 
a man, especially when it happens among those whom he deems to 
be his own most trusted and familiar friends, and he has often 
quarreled with them, he at last hates all men, and believes that no 
one has any good in him at all. You must have observed this trait 
of character? 

I have. 
And is not the feeling discreditable? Is it not obvious that such 

an one having to deal with other men, was clearly without any 
experience of human nature; for experience would have taught him 
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the true state of the case, that few are the good and few the evil, 
and that the great majority are in the interval between them. 

What do you mean? I said. 
I mean, he replied, as you might say of the very large and very 

small, that nothing is more uncommon than a very large or very 
small man; and this applies generally to all extremes, whether of 
great and small, or swift and slow, or fair and foul, or black and 
white: and whether the instances you select be men or dogs or 
anything else, few are the extremes, but many are in the mean 
between them. Did you never observe this? 

Yes, I said, I have. 
And do you not imagine, he said, that if there were a 

competition in evil, the worst would be found to be very few? 
Yes, that is very likely, I said. 
Yes, that is very likely, he replied; although in this respect 

arguments are unlike men—there I was led on by you to say more 
than I had intended; but the point of comparison was, that when a 
simple man who has no skill in dialectics believes an argument to 
be true which he afterwards imagines to be false, whether really 
false or not, and then another and another, he has no longer any 
faith left, and great disputers, as you know, come to think at last 
that they have grown to be the wisest of mankind; for they alone 
perceive the utter unsoundness and instability of all arguments, or 
indeed, of all things, which, like the currents in the Euripus, are 
going up and down in never-ceasing ebb and flow. 

That is quite true, I said. 
Yes, Phaedo, he replied, and how melancholy, if there be such a 

thing as truth or certainty or possibility of knowledge—that a man 
should have lighted upon some argument or other which at first 
seemed true and then turned out to be false, and instead of blaming 
himself and his own want of wit, because he is annoyed, should at 
last be too glad to transfer the blame from himself to arguments in 
general: and for ever afterwards should hate and revile them, and 
lose truth and the knowledge of realities. 

Yes, indeed, I said; that is very melancholy. 
Let us then, in the first place, he said, be careful of allowing or 

of admitting into our souls the notion that there is no health or 
soundness in any arguments at all. Rather say that we have not yet 



THE PHILOSOPHY HANDBOOK 

119 

attained to soundness in ourselves, and that we must struggle 
manfully and do our best to gain health of mind—you and all other 
men having regard to the whole of your future life, and I myself in 
the prospect of death. 
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QUOTES ON AVOIDING TRUTH 
 

When one of those who were present said, “Persuade me that logic 

is necessary,” he replied: Do you wish me to prove this to you? The 

answer was, “Yes.” Then I must use a demonstrative form of 

speech. This was granted. How then will you know if I am cheating 

you by argument? The man was silent. Do you see, said Epictetus, 

that you yourself are admitting that logic is necessary, if without it 

you cannot know so much as this, whether logic is necessary or not 

necessary. 

- Epictetus, Discourses, II, 25 

You should abstain from arguments. They are very illogical ways to 

convince people. Opinions are like nails: the stronger you hit them, 

the deeper inside they go. 

- Juvenal, as quoted by Tolstoy, A Calendar of Wisdom, Nov. 4 

When we wish to correct with advantage, and to show another that 

he errs, we must notice from what side he views the matter, for on 

that side it is usually true, and admit that truth to him, but reveal to 

him the side on which it is false. He is satisfied with that, for he sees 

that he was not mistaken, and that he only failed to see all sides. 

Now, no one is offended at not seeing everything; but one does not 

like to be mistaken, and that perhaps arises from the fact that man 

naturally cannot see everything, and that naturally he cannot err in 

the side he looks at, since the perceptions of our senses are always 

true. 

- Blaise Pascal, Pensées, sect. 1, 9 
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The nature of self-love and of this human Ego is to love self only 

and consider self only. But what will man do? He cannot prevent 

this object that he loves from being full of faults and wants. He 

wants to be great, and he sees himself small. He wants to be happy, 

and he sees himself miserable. He wants to be perfect, and he sees 

himself full of imperfections. He wants to be the object of love and 

esteem among men, and he sees that his faults merit only their 

hatred and contempt. This embarrassment in which he finds 

himself produces in him the most unrighteous and criminal passion 

that can be imagined; for he conceives a mortal enmity against that 

truth which reproves him, and which convinces him of his faults. 

He would annihilate it, but, unable to destroy it in its essence, he 

destroys it as far as possible in his own knowledge and in that of 

others; that is to say, he devotes all his attention to hiding his faults 

both from others and from himself, and he cannot endure either 

that others should point them out to him, or that they should see 

them. Truly it is an evil to be full of faults; but it is a still greater evil 

to be full of them, and to be unwilling to recognise them, since that 

is to add the further fault of a voluntary illusion. 

- Blaise Pascal, Pensées, sect. 2, 100 

There are many people who reach their conclusions about life like 

schoolboys; they cheat their master by copying the answer out of a 

book without having worked out the sum for themselves. 

- Søren Kierkegaard, Journal, 1837 

So long as an opinion is strongly rooted in the feelings, it gains 

rather than loses in stability by having a preponderating weight of 

argument against it. For if it were accepted as a result of argument, 

the refutation of the argument might shake the solidity of the 

conviction; but when it rests solely on feeling, the worse it fares in 
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argumentative contest, the more persuaded its adherents are that 

their feeling must have some deeper ground, which the arguments 

do not reach. 

- John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women, ch. 1 

There is no greater mistake than the hasty conclusion that opinions 

are worthless because they are badly argued. 

- T. H. Huxley, Natural Rights and Political Rights 

What we call rational grounds for our beliefs are often extremely 

irrational attempts to justify our instincts. 

- T. H. Huxley, On the Natural Inequality of Men, fn. 1 

The surest way to ruin a youth is by teaching him to respect those 

who think like him more highly than those who think differently. 

- Friedrich Nietzsche, The Dawn, 297 

The most common sort of lie is that by which a man deceives 

himself: the deception of others is a relatively rare offence. 

- Friedrich Nietzsche, The Antichrist, LV 

Nobody will very readily regard a doctrine as true merely because it 

makes people happy or virtuous.… A thing could be TRUE, 

although it were in the highest degree injurious and dangerous; 

indeed, the fundamental constitution of existence might be such 

that one succumbed by a full knowledge of it—so that the strength 

of a mind might be measured by the amount of "truth" it could 

endure—or to speak more plainly, by the extent to which it 
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REQUIRED truth attenuated, veiled, sweetened, damped, and 

falsified.  

- Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, pt. 2, sect 39 

False ideas which gain currency can easily be recognized by the loud 

fanfare with which they are accompanied. Real truth does not need 

any outer embellishments. 

- Leo Tolstoy, A Calendar of Wisdom, Aug. 5 

Men fear thought as they fear nothing else on earth -- more than 

ruin, more even than death. Thought is subversive and 

revolutionary, destructive and terrible, thought is merciless to 

privilege, established institutions, and comfortable habits; thought 

is anarchic and lawless, indifferent to authority, careless of the well-

tried wisdom of the ages. ... But if thought is to become the 

possession of many, not the privilege of the few, we must have 

done with fear. It is fear that holds men back—fear lest their 

cherished beliefs should prove delusions, fear lest the institutions 

by which they live should prove harmful, fear lest they themselves 

should prove less worthy of respect than they have supposed 

themselves to be.  

- Bertrand Russell, Why Men Fight, ch. 5 

Faced with the choice between changing one’s mind and proving 

that there is no need to do so, almost everyone gets busy on the 

proof. 

- G. K. Galbraith, A Contemporary Guide to Economics, Peace, and 

Laughter, ch. 3 
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Who is more faithful to reason’s call, who hears it with a keener ear 

… the one who offers questions in return and tries to think through 

the possibility of that summons, or the one who does not want to 

hear any question about the principle of reason? 

- Jacques Derrida, The Principle of Reason, XIX 

Someone who lies and someone who tells the truth are playing on 

opposite sides, so to speak, in the same game. Each responds to the 

facts as he understands them, although the response of the one is 

guided by the authority of the truth, while the response of the other 

defies that authority and refuses to meet its demands. The 

bullshitter ignores these demands altogether. He does not reject the 

authority of the truth, as the liar does, and oppose himself to it. He 

pays no attention to it at all. By virtue of this, bullshit is a greater 

enemy of the truth than lies are. 

- Harry Frankfurt, On Bullshit 

It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary 

depends upon his not understanding it! 

- Upton Sinclair, I, Candidate for Governor: And How I Got Licked 

It is easy for us to criticize the prejudices of our grandfathers, from 

which our fathers freed themselves. It is more difficult to search for 

prejudices among the beliefs and values we hold. 

- Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, III 
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SECTION 8: FREEDOM AND 
INDIVIDUALITY 

In this passage from chapter 3 of On Liberty, Mill argues that the 
freedom to experiment with different ways of living is the only way 
to promote a flourishing society. He claims that we do not currently 
know the ideal way to arrange social life, and that the best way to 
find out is through trial and error. For this reason, he promotes 
eccentricity, non-conformity and experimentation. Even 
experiments that prove to be harmful to the experimenting 
individual should be allowed because these teach us painful but 
valuable lessons about which lifestyles we should avoid if we want 
to live healthy, happy lives. Furthermore, he claims that unthinking 
conformity to social norms creates weak individuals which limits 
human potential and leads to social stagnation and misery. He 
concludes that freedom and eccentricity should be promoted as 
long as such freedom does not cause physical harm to others. 

READING: CHAPTER 3 OF ON LIBERTY BY JOHN 

STUART MILL 

SUCH being the reasons [in ch. 2 of On Liberty] which make it 
imperative that human beings should be free to form opinions, and 
to express their opinions without reserve … let us next examine 
whether the same reasons do not require that men should be free 
to act upon their opinions — to carry these out in their lives, 
without hindrance, either physical or moral, from their fellow-men, 
so long as it is at their own risk and peril. This last proviso is of 
course indispensable. No one pretends that actions should be as 
free as opinions. On the contrary, even opinions lose their 
immunity, when the circumstances in which they are expressed are 
such as to constitute their expression a positive instigation to some 
mischievous act. An opinion that corndealers are starvers of the 
poor, or that private property is robbery, ought to be unmolested 
when simply circulated through the press, but may justly incur 
punishment when delivered orally to an excited mob assembled 
before the house of a corn-dealer, or when handed about among 
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the same mob in the form of a placard. Acts of whatever kind, 
which, without justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and in 
the more important cases absolutely require to be, controlled by the 
unfavorable sentiments, and, when needful, by the active 
interference of mankind. The liberty of the individual must be thus 
far limited; he must not make himself a nuisance to other people. 
But if he refrains from molesting others in what concerns them, 
and merely acts according to his own inclination and judgment in 
things which concern himself, the same reasons which show that 
opinion should be free, prove also that he should be allowed, 
without molestation, to carry his opinions into practice at his own 
cost. That mankind are not infallible; that their truths, for the most 
part, are only half-truths; that unity of opinion, unless resulting 
from the fullest and freest comparison of opposite opinions, is not 
desirable, and diversity not an evil, but a good, until mankind are 
much more capable than at present of recognizing all sides of the 
truth, are principles applicable to men’s modes of action, not less 
than to their opinions. As it is useful that while mankind are 
imperfect there should be different opinions, so is it that there 
should be different experiments of living; that free scope should be 
given to varieties of character, short of injury to others; and that the 
worth of different modes of life should be proved practically, when 
any one thinks fit to try them. It is desirable, in short, that in things 
which do not primarily concern others, individuality should assert 
itself. Where, not the person’s own character, but the traditions of 
customs of other people are the rule of conduct, there is wanting 
one of the principal ingredients of human happiness, and quite the 
chief ingredient of individual and social progress. 

In maintaining this principle, the greatest difficulty to be 
encountered does not lie in the appreciation of means towards an 
acknowledged end, but in the indifference of persons in general to 
the end itself. If it were felt that the free development of 
individuality is one of the leading essentials of well-being; that it is 
not only a coordinate element with all that is designated by the 
terms civilization, instruction, education, culture, but is itself a 
necessary part and condition of all those things; there would be no 
danger that liberty should be undervalued, and the adjustment of 
the boundaries between it and social control would present no 
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extraordinary difficulty. But the evil is, that individual spontaneity 
is hardly recognized by the common modes of thinking as having 
any intrinsic worth, or deserving any regard on its own account. 
The majority, being satisfied with the ways of mankind as they now 
are (for it is they who make them what they are), cannot 
comprehend why those ways should not be good enough for 
everybody; and what is more, spontaneity forms no part of the ideal 
of the majority of moral and social reformers, but is rather looked 
on with jealousy, as a troublesome and perhaps rebellious 
obstruction to the general acceptance of what these reformers, in 
their own judgment, think would be best for mankind. … 

[However,] the question, one must nevertheless think, can only 
be one of degree. No one’s idea of excellence in conduct is that 
people should do absolutely nothing but copy one another. No one 
would assert that people ought not to put into their mode of life, 
and into the conduct of their concerns, any impress whatever of 
their own judgment, or of their own individual character. On the 
other hand, it would be absurd to pretend that people ought to live 
as if nothing whatever had been known in the world before they 
came into it; as if experience had as yet done nothing towards 
showing that one mode of existence, or of conduct, is preferable to 
another. Nobody denies that people should be so taught and trained 
in youth, as to know and benefit by the ascertained results of human 
experience. But it is the privilege and proper condition of a human 
being, arrived at the maturity of his faculties, to use and interpret 
experience in his own way. It is for him to find out what part of 
recorded experience is properly applicable to his own 
circumstances and character. The traditions and customs of other 
people are, to a certain extent, evidence of what their experience 
has taught them; presumptive evidence, and as such, have a claim 
to this deference: but, in the first place, their experience may be too 
narrow; or they may not have interpreted it rightly. Secondly, their 
interpretation of experience may be correct but unsuitable to him. 
Customs are made for customary circumstances, and customary 
characters: and his circumstances or his character may be 
uncustomary. Thirdly, though the customs be both good as 
customs, and suitable to him, yet to conform to custom, merely as 
custom, does not educate or develop in him any of the qualities 
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which are the distinctive endowment of a human being. The human 
faculties of perception, judgment, discriminative feeling, mental 
activity, and even moral preference, are exercised only in making a 
choice. He who does anything because it is the custom, makes no 
choice. He gains no practice either in discerning or in desiring what 
is best. The mental and moral, like the muscular powers, are 
improved only by being used. The faculties are called into no 
exercise by doing a thing merely because others do it, no more than 
by believing a thing only because others believe it. If the grounds 
of an opinion are not conclusive to the person’s own reason, his 
reason cannot be strengthened, but is likely to be weakened by his 
adopting it: and if the inducements to an act are not such as are 
consentaneous to his own feelings and character (where affection, 
or the rights of others are not concerned), it is so much done 
towards rendering his feelings and character inert and torpid, 
instead of active and energetic. 

He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan 
of life for him, has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like 
one of imitation. He who chooses his plan for himself, employs all 
his faculties. He must use observation to see, reasoning and 
judgment to foresee, activity to gather materials for decision, 
discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, firmness and 
self-control to hold to his deliberate decision. And these qualities 
he requires and exercises exactly in proportion as the part of his 
conduct which he determines according to his own judgment and 
feelings is a large one. It is possible that he might be guided in some 
good path, and kept out of harm’s way, without any of these things. 
But what will be his comparative worth as a human being? It really 
is of importance, not only what men do, but also what manner of 
men they are that do it. Among the works of man, which human 
life is rightly employed in perfecting and beautifying, the first in 
importance surely is man himself. Supposing it were possible to get 
houses built, corn grown, battles fought, causes tried, and even 
churches erected and prayers said, by machinery — by automatons 
in human form — it would be a considerable loss to exchange for 
these automatons even the men and women who at present inhabit 
the more civilized parts of the world, and who assuredly are but 
starved specimens of what nature can and will produce. Human 



THE PHILOSOPHY HANDBOOK 

129 

nature is not a machine to be built after a model, and set to do 
exactly the work prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow 
and develop itself on all sides, according to the tendency of the 
inward forces which make it a living thing. 

It will probably be conceded that it is desirable people should 
exercise their understandings, and that an intelligent following of 
custom, or even occasionally an intelligent deviation from custom, 
is better than a blind and simply mechanical adhesion to it. To a 
certain extent it is admitted, that our understanding should be our 
own: but there is not the same willingness to admit that our desires 
and impulses should be our own likewise; or that to possess 
impulses of our own, and of any strength, is anything but a peril 
and a snare. Yet desires and impulses are as much a part of a perfect 
human being, as beliefs and restraints: and strong impulses are only 
perilous when not properly balanced; when one set of aims and 
inclinations is developed into strength, while others, which ought 
to coexist with them, remain weak and inactive. It is not because 
men’s desires are strong that they act ill; it is because their 
consciences are weak. There is no natural connection between 
strong impulses and a weak conscience. The natural connection is 
the other way. To say that one person’s desires and feelings are 
stronger and more various than those of another, is merely to say 
that he has more of the raw material of human nature, and is 
therefore capable, perhaps of more evil, but certainly of more good. 
Strong impulses are but another name for energy. Energy may be 
turned to bad uses; but more good may always be made of an 
energetic nature, than of an indolent and impassive one. Those who 
have most natural feeling, are always those whose cultivated feelings 
may be made the strongest. The same strong susceptibilities which 
make the personal impulses vivid and powerful, are also the source 
from whence are generated the most passionate love of virtue, and 
the sternest self-control. It is through the cultivation of these, that 
society both does its duty and protects its interests: not by rejecting 
the stuff of which heroes are made, because it knows not how to 
make them. A person whose desires and impulses are his own — 
are the expression of his own nature, as it has been developed and 
modified by his own culture — is said to have a character. One 
whose desires and impulses are not his own, has no character, no 
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more than a steam-engine has a character. If, in addition to being 
his own, his impulses are strong, and are under the government of 
a strong will, he has an energetic character. Whoever thinks that 
individuality of desires and impulses should not be encouraged to 
unfold itself, must maintain that society has no need of strong 
natures — is not the better for containing many persons who have 
much character — and that a high general average of energy is not 
desirable. 

In some early states of society, these forces might be, and were, 
too much ahead of the power which society then possessed of 
disciplining and controlling them. There has been a time when the 
element of spontaneity and individuality was in excess, and the 
social principle had a hard struggle with it. The difficulty then was, 
to induce men of strong bodies or minds to pay obedience to any 
rules which required them to control their impulses. To overcome 
this difficulty, law and discipline, like the Popes struggling against 
the Emperors, asserted a power over the whole man, claiming to 
control all his life in order to control his character — which society 
had not found any other sufficient means of binding. But society 
has now fairly got the better of individuality; and the danger which 
threatens human nature is not the excess, but the deficiency, of 
personal impulses and preferences. Things are vastly changed, since 
the passions of those who were strong by station or by personal 
endowment were in a state of habitual rebellion against laws and 
ordinances, and required to be rigorously chained up to enable the 
persons within their reach to enjoy any particle of security. In our 
times, from the highest class of society down to the lowest every 
one lives as under the eye of a hostile and dreaded censorship. Not 
only in what concerns others, but in what concerns only 
themselves, the individual, or the family, do not ask themselves — 
what do I prefer? or, what would suit my character and disposition? 
or, what would allow the best and highest in me to have fair play, 
and enable it to grow and thrive? They ask themselves, what is 
suitable to my position? what is usually done by persons of my 
station and pecuniary circumstances? or (worse still) what is usually 
done by persons of a station and circumstances superior to mine? I 
do not mean that they choose what is customary, in preference to 
what suits their own inclination. It does not occur to them to have 
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any inclination, except for what is customary. Thus the mind itself 
is bowed to the yoke: even in what people do for pleasure, 
conformity is the first thing thought of; they like in crowds; they 
exercise choice only among things commonly done: peculiarity of 
taste, eccentricity of conduct, are shunned equally with crimes: until 
by dint of not following their own nature, they have no nature to 
follow: their human capacities are withered and starved: they 
become incapable of any strong wishes or native pleasures, and are 
generally without either opinions or feelings of home growth, or 
properly their own. Now is this, or is it not, the desirable condition 
of human nature? … 

It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that is individual in 
themselves, but by cultivating it and calling it forth, within the limits 
imposed by the rights and interests of others, that human beings 
become a noble and beautiful object of contemplation; and as the 
works partake the character of those who do them, by the same 
process human life also becomes rich, diversified, and animating, 
furnishing more abundant aliment to high thoughts and elevating 
feelings, and strengthening the tie which binds every individual to 
the race, by making the race infinitely better worth belonging to. In 
proportion to the development of his individuality, each person 
becomes more valuable to himself, and is therefore capable of being 
more valuable to others. There is a greater fulness of life about his 
own existence, and when there is more life in the units there is more 
in the mass which is composed of them. As much compression as 
is necessary to prevent the stronger specimens of human nature 
from encroaching on the rights of others, cannot be dispensed with; 
but for this there is ample compensation even in the point of view 
of human development. The means of development which the 
individual loses by being prevented from gratifying his inclinations 
to the injury of others, are chiefly obtained at the expense of the 
development of other people. And even to himself there is a full 
equivalent in the better development of the social part of his nature, 
rendered possible by the restraint put upon the selfish part. To be 
held to rigid rules of justice for the sake of others, develops the 
feelings and capacities which have the good of others for their 
object. But to be restrained in things not affecting their good, by 
their mere displeasure, develops nothing valuable, except such 
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force of character as may unfold itself in resisting the restraint. If 
acquiesced in, it dulls and blunts the whole nature. To give any fair 
play to the nature of each, it is essential that different persons 
should be allowed to lead different lives. In proportion as this 
latitude has been exercised in any age, has that age been noteworthy 
to posterity. Even despotism does not produce its worst effects, so 
long as Individuality exists under it; and whatever crushes 
individuality is despotism, by whatever name it may be called, and 
whether it professes to be enforcing the will of God or the 
injunctions of men. 

Having said that Individuality is the same thing with 
development, and that it is only the cultivation of individuality 
which produces, or can produce, well-developed human beings, I 
might here close the argument: for what more or better can be said 
of any condition of human affairs, than that it brings human beings 
themselves nearer to the best thing they can be? or what worse can 
be said of any obstruction to good, than that it prevents this? 
Doubtless, however, these considerations will not suffice to 
convince those who most need convincing; and it is necessary 
further to show, that these developed human beings are of some 
use to the undeveloped — to point out to those who do not desire 
liberty, and would not avail themselves of it, that they may be in 
some intelligible manner rewarded for allowing other people to 
make use of it without hindrance. 

In the first place, then, I would suggest that they might possibly 
learn something from them. It will not be denied by anybody, that 
originality is a valuable element in human affairs. There is always 
need of persons not only to discover new truths, and point out 
when what were once truths are true no longer, but also to 
commence new practices, and set the example of more enlightened 
conduct, and better taste and sense in human life. This cannot well 
be gainsaid by anybody who does not believe that the world has 
already attained perfection in all its ways and practices. It is true that 
this benefit is not capable of being rendered by everybody alike: 
there are but few persons, in comparison with the whole of 
mankind, whose experiments, if adopted by others, would be likely 
to be any improvement on established practice. But these few are 
the salt of the earth; without them, human life would become a 
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stagnant pool. Not only is it they who introduce good things which 
did not before exist; it is they who keep the life in those which 
already existed. If there were nothing new to be done, would human 
intellect cease to be necessary? Would it be a reason why those who 
do the old things should forget why they are done, and do them like 
cattle, not like human beings? There is only too great a tendency in 
the best beliefs and practices to degenerate into the mechanical; and 
unless there were a succession of persons whose ever-recurring 
originality prevents the grounds of those beliefs and practices from 
becoming merely traditional, such dead matter would not resist the 
smallest shock from anything really alive, and there would be no 
reason why civilization should not die out, as in the Byzantine 
Empire. Persons of genius, it is true, are, and are always likely to be, 
a small minority; but in order to have them, it is necessary to 
preserve the soil in which they grow. Genius can only breathe freely 
in an atmosphere of freedom. Persons of genius are, ex vi termini, 
more individual than any other people — less capable, 
consequently, of fitting themselves, without hurtful compression, 
into any of the small number of moulds which society provides in 
order to save its members the trouble of forming their own 
character. If from timidity they consent to be forced into one of 
these moulds, and to let all that part of themselves which cannot 
expand under the pressure remain unexpanded, society will be little 
the better for their genius. If they are of a strong character, and 
break their fetters they become a mark for the society which has 
not succeeded in reducing them to common-place, to point at with 
solemn warning as “wild,” “erratic,” and the like; much as if one 
should complain of the Niagara river for not flowing smoothly 
between its banks like a Dutch canal. 

I insist thus emphatically on the importance of genius, and the 
necessity of allowing it to unfold itself freely both in thought and 
in practice, being well aware that no one will deny the position in 
theory, but knowing also that almost every one, in reality, is totally 
indifferent to it. People think genius a fine thing if it enables a man 
to write an exciting poem, or paint a picture. But in its true sense, 
that of originality in thought and action, though no one says that it 
is not a thing to be admired, nearly all, at heart, think they can do 
very well without it. Unhappily this is too natural to be wondered 
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at. Originality is the one thing which unoriginal minds cannot feel 
the use of. They cannot see what it is to do for them: how should 
they? If they could see what it would do for them, it would not be 
originality. The first service which originality has to render them, is 
that of opening their eyes: which being once fully done, they would 
have a chance of being themselves original. Meanwhile, recollecting 
that nothing was ever yet done which some one was not the first to 
do, and that all good things which exist are the fruits of originality, 
let them be modest enough to believe that there is something still 
left for it to accomplish, and assure themselves that they are more 
in need of originality, the less they are conscious of the want. 

In sober truth, whatever homage may be professed, or even 
paid, to real or supposed mental superiority, the general tendency 
of things throughout the world is to render mediocrity the 
ascendant power among mankind. In ancient history, in the Middle 
Ages, and in a diminishing degree through the long transition from 
feudality to the present time, the individual was a power in himself; 
and If he had either great talents or a high social position, he was a 
considerable power. At present individuals are lost in the crowd. In 
politics it is almost a triviality to say that public opinion now rules 
the world. The only power deserving the name is that of masses, 
and of governments while they make themselves the organ of the 
tendencies and instincts of masses. This is as true in the moral and 
social relations of private life as in public transactions. Those whose 
opinions go by the name of public opinion, are not always the same 
sort of public: in America, they are the whole white population; in 
England, chiefly the middle class. But they are always a mass, that 
is to say, collective mediocrity. And what is still greater novelty, the 
mass do not now take their opinions from dignitaries in Church or 
State, from ostensible leaders, or from books. Their thinking is 
done for them by men much like themselves, addressing them or 
speaking in their name, on the spur of the moment, through the 
newspapers. I am not complaining of all this. I do not assert that 
anything better is compatible, as a general rule, with the present low 
state of the human mind. But that does not hinder the government 
of mediocrity from being mediocre government. No government 
by a democracy or a numerous aristocracy, either in its political acts 
or in the opinions, qualities, and tone of mind which it fosters, ever 
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did or could rise above mediocrity, except in so far as the sovereign 
Many have let themselves be guided (which in their best times they 
always have done) by the counsels and influence of a more highly 
gifted and instructed One or Few. The initiation of all wise or noble 
things, comes and must come from individuals; generally at first 
from some one individual. The honor and glory of the average man 
is that he is capable of following that initiative; that he can respond 
internally to wise and noble things, and be led to them with his eyes 
open. I am not countenancing the sort of “hero-worship” which 
applauds the strong man of genius for forcibly seizing on the 
government of the world and making it do his bidding in spite of 
itself. All he can claim is, freedom to point out the way. The power 
of compelling others into it, is not only inconsistent with the 
freedom and development of all the rest, but corrupting to the 
strong man himself. It does seem, however, that when the opinions 
of masses of merely average men are everywhere become or 
becoming the dominant power, the counterpoise and corrective to 
that tendency would be, the more and more pronounced 
individuality of those who stand on the higher eminences of 
thought. It Is in these circumstances most especially, that 
exceptional individuals, instead of being deterred, should be 
encouraged in acting differently from the mass. In other times there 
was no advantage in their doing so, unless they acted not only 
differently, but better. In this age the mere example of non-
conformity, the mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, is itself a 
service. Precisely because the tyranny of opinion is such as to make 
eccentricity a reproach, it is desirable, in order to break through that 
tyranny, that people should be eccentric. Eccentricity has always 
abounded when and where strength of character has abounded; and 
the amount of eccentricity in a society has generally been 
proportional to the amount of genius, mental vigor, and moral 
courage which it contained. That so few now dare to be eccentric, 
marks the chief danger of the time. 

I have said that it is important to give the freest scope possible 
to uncustomary things, in order that it may in time appear which of 
these are fit to be converted into customs. But independence of 
action, and disregard of custom are not solely deserving of 
encouragement for the chance they afford that better modes of 
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action, and customs more worthy of general adoption, may be 
struck out; nor is it only persons of decided mental superiority who 
have a just claim to carry on their lives in their own way. There is 
no reason that all human existences should be constructed on some 
one, or some small number of patterns. If a person possesses any 
tolerable amount of common sense and experience, his own mode 
of laying out his existence is the best, not because it is the best in 
itself, but because it is his own mode. Human beings are not like 
sheep; and even sheep are not undistinguishably alike. A man 
cannot get a coat or a pair of boots to fit him, unless they are either 
made to his measure, or he has a whole warehouseful to choose 
from: and is it easier to fit him with a life than with a coat, or are 
human beings more like one another in their whole physical and 
spiritual conformation than in the shape of their feet? If it were only 
that people have diversities of taste that is reason enough for not 
attempting to shape them all after one model. But different persons 
also require different conditions for their spiritual development; 
and can no more exist healthily in the same moral, than all the 
variety of plants can in the same physical atmosphere and climate. 
The same things which are helps to one person towards the 
cultivation of his higher nature, are hindrances to another. The 
same mode of life is a healthy excitement to one, keeping all his 
faculties of action and enjoyment in their best order, while to 
another it is a distracting burden, which suspends or crushes all 
internal life. Such are the differences among human beings in their 
sources of pleasure, their susceptibilities of pain, and the operation 
on them of different physical and moral agencies, that unless there 
is a corresponding diversity in their modes of life, they neither 
obtain their fair share of happiness, nor grow up to the mental, 
moral, and aesthetic stature of which their nature is capable. Why 
then should tolerance, as far as the public sentiment is concerned, 
extend only to tastes and modes of life which extort acquiescence 
by the multitude of their adherents? Nowhere (except in some 
monastic institutions) is diversity of taste entirely unrecognized; a 
person may without blame, either like or dislike rowing, or smoking, 
or music, or athletic exercises, or chess, or cards, or study, because 
both those who like each of these things, and those who dislike 
them, are too numerous to be put down. But the man, and still more 
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the woman, who can be accused either of doing “what nobody 
does,” or of not doing “what everybody does,” is the subject of as 
much depreciatory remark as if he or she had committed some 
grave moral delinquency. Persons require to possess a title, or some 
other badge of rank, or the consideration of people of rank, to be 
able to indulge somewhat in the luxury of doing as they like without 
detriment to their estimation. To indulge somewhat, I repeat: for 
whoever allow themselves much of that indulgence, incur the risk 
of something worse than disparaging speeches — they are in peril 
of a commission de lunatico, and of having their property taken 
from them and given to their relations. … 

The despotism of custom is everywhere the standing hindrance 
to human advancement, being in unceasing antagonism to that 
disposition to aim at something better than customary, which is 
called, according to circumstances, the spirit of liberty, or that of 
progress or improvement. The spirit of improvement is not always 
a spirit of liberty, for it may aim at forcing improvements on an 
unwilling people; and the spirit of liberty, in so far as it resists such 
attempts, may ally itself locally and temporarily with the opponents 
of improvement; but the only unfailing and permanent source of 
improvement is liberty, since by it there are as many possible 
independent centres of improvement as there are individuals. The 
progressive principle, however, in either shape, whether as the love 
of liberty or of improvement, is antagonistic to the sway of Custom, 
involving at least emancipation from that yoke; and the contest 
between the two constitutes the chief interest of the history of 
mankind. … We have discarded the fixed costumes of our 
forefathers; every one must still dress like other people, but the 
fashion may change once or twice a year. We thus take care that 
when there is change, it shall be for change’s sake, and not from 
any idea of beauty or convenience; for the same idea of beauty or 
convenience would not strike all the world at the same moment, 
and be simultaneously thrown aside by all at another moment. But 
we are progressive as well as changeable: we continually make new 
inventions in mechanical things, and keep them until they are again 
superseded by better; we are eager for improvement in politics, in 
education, even in morals, though in this last our idea of 
improvement chiefly consists in persuading or forcing other people 
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to be as good as ourselves. It is not progress that we object to; on 
the contrary, we flatter ourselves that we are the most progressive 
people who ever lived. It is individuality that we war against: we 
should think we had done wonders if we had made ourselves all 
alike; forgetting that the unlikeness of one person to another is 
generally the first thing which draws the attention of either to the 
imperfection of his own type, and the superiority of another, or the 
possibility, by combining the advantages of both, of producing 
something better than either. We have a warning example in China 
— a nation of much talent, and, in some respects, even wisdom, 
owing to the rare good fortune of having been provided at an early 
period with a particularly good set of customs, the work, in some 
measure, of men to whom even the most enlightened European 
must accord, under certain limitations, the title of sages and 
philosophers. They are remarkable, too, in the excellence of their 
apparatus for impressing, as far as possible, the best wisdom they 
possess upon every mind in the community, and securing that those 
who have appropriated most of it shall occupy the posts of honor 
and power. Surely the people who did this have discovered the 
secret of human progressiveness, and must have kept themselves 
steadily at the head of the movement of the world. On the contrary, 
they have become stationary — have remained so for thousands of 
years; and if they are ever to be farther improved, it must be by 
foreigners. They have succeeded beyond all hope in what English 
philanthropists are so industriously working at — in making a 
people all alike, all governing their thoughts and conduct by the 
same maxims and rules; and these are the fruits. The modern regime 
of public opinion is, in an unorganized form, what the Chinese 
educational and political systems are in an organized; and unless 
individuality shall be able successfully to assert itself against this 
yoke, Europe, notwithstanding its noble antecedents and its 
professed Christianity, will tend to become another China. 

What is it that has hitherto preserved Europe from this lot? 
What has made the European family of nations an improving, 
instead of a stationary portion of mankind? Not any superior 
excellence in them, which when it exists, exists as the effect, not as 
the cause; but their remarkable diversity of character and culture. 
Individuals, classes, nations, have been extremely unlike one 
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another: they have struck out a great variety of paths, each leading 
to something valuable; and although at every period those who 
travelled in different paths have been intolerant of one another, and 
each would have thought it an excellent thing if all the rest could 
have been compelled to travel his road, their attempts to thwart 
each other’s development have rarely had any permanent success, 
and each has in time endured to receive the good which the others 
have offered. Europe is, in my judgment, wholly indebted to this 
plurality of paths for its progressive and many-sided development. 
But it already begins to possess this benefit in a considerably less 
degree. It is decidedly advancing towards the Chinese ideal of 
making all people alike. M. de Tocqueville, in his last important 
work, remarks how much more the Frenchmen of the present day 
resemble one another, than did those even of the last generation. 
The same remark might be made of Englishmen in a far greater 
degree. In a passage already quoted from Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
he points out two things as necessary conditions of human 
development, because necessary to render people unlike one 
another; namely, freedom, and variety of situations. The second of 
these two conditions is in this country every day diminishing. The 
circumstances which surround different classes and individuals, and 
shape their characters, are daily becoming more assimilated. 
Formerly, different ranks, different neighborhoods, different trades 
and professions lived in what might be called different worlds; at 
present, to a great degree, in the same. Comparatively speaking, they 
now read the same things, listen to the same things, see the same 
things, go to the same places, have their hopes and fears directed to 
the same objects, have the same rights and liberties, and the same 
means of asserting them. Great as are the differences of position 
which remain, they are nothing to those which have ceased. And 
the assimilation is still proceeding. All the political changes of the 
age promote it, since they all tend to raise the low and to lower the 
high. Every extension of education promotes it, because education 
brings people under common influences, and gives them access to 
the general stock of facts and sentiments. Improvements in the 
means of communication promote it, by bringing the inhabitants of 
distant places into personal contact, and keeping up a rapid flow of 
changes of residence between one place and another. The increase 
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of commerce and manufactures promotes it, by diffusing more 
widely the advantages of easy circumstances, and opening all 
objects of ambition, even the highest, to general competition, 
whereby the desire of rising becomes no longer the character of a 
particular class, but of all classes. A more powerful agency than 
even all these, in bringing about a general similarity among 
mankind, is the complete establishment, in this and other free 
countries, of the ascendancy of public opinion in the State. As the 
various social eminences which enabled persons entrenched on 
them to disregard the opinion of the multitude, gradually became 
levelled; as the very idea of resisting the will of the public, when it 
is positively known that they have a will, disappears more and more 
from the minds of practical politicians; there ceases to be any social 
support for non-conformity — any substantive power in society, 
which, itself opposed to the ascendancy of numbers, is interested 
in taking under its protection opinions and tendencies at variance 
with those of the public. 

The combination of all these causes forms so great a mass of 
influences hostile to Individuality, that it is not easy to see how it 
can stand its ground. It will do so with increasing difficulty, unless 
the intelligent part of the public can be made to feel its value — to 
see that it is good there should be differences, even though not for 
the better, even though, as it may appear to them, some should be 
for the worse. If the claims of Individuality are ever to be asserted, 
the time is now, while much is still wanting to complete the 
enforced assimilation. It is only in the earlier stages that any stand 
can be successfully made against the encroachment. The demand 
that all other people shall resemble ourselves, grows by what it feeds 
on. If resistance waits till life is reduced nearly to one uniform type, 
all deviations from that type will come to be considered impious, 
immoral, even monstrous and contrary to nature. Mankind speedily 
become unable to conceive diversity, when they have been for some 
time unaccustomed to see it. 
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QUOTES ON FREEDOM AND INDIVIDUALITY 
 

The soul that is altogether courageous and great is marked above 

all by two characteristics: one of these is indifference to outward 

circumstances; for such a person cherishes the conviction that 

nothing but moral goodness and propriety deserves to be either 

admired or wished for or striven after, and that he ought not to be 

subject to any man or any passion or any accident of fortune. The 

second characteristic is that, when the soul is disciplined in the way 

above mentioned, one should do deeds not only great and in the 

highest degree useful, but extremely arduous and laborious and 

fraught with danger both to life and to many things that make life 

worth living. 

- Cicero, De Officiis, bk. 1, sect. 20 

The greatest thing in the world is to know how to be oneself. 

- Michel de Montaigne, Essays, Of Solitude 

What I must do is all that concerns me, not what the people think. 

This rule, equally arduous in actual and in intellectual life, may serve 

for the whole distinction between greatness and meanness. It is the 

harder, because you will always find those who think they know 

what is your duty better than you know it. It is easy in the world to 

live after the world’s opinion; it is easy in solitude to live after our 

own; but the great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps 

with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude. 

- Ralph Waldo Emerson, Self-Reliance 
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The other terror that scares us from self-trust is our consistency; a 

reverence for our past act or word, because the eyes of others have 

no other data for computing our orbit than our past acts, and we 

are loath to disappoint them. But why should you keep your head 

over your shoulder? Why drag about this corpse of your memory, 

lest you contradict somewhat you have stated in this or that public 

place? Suppose you should contradict yourself; what then? 

- Ralph Waldo Emerson, Self-Reliance 

No way of thinking or doing, however ancient, can be trusted 

without proof. What everybody echoes or in silence passes by as 

true to-day may turn out to be falsehood to-morrow, mere smoke 

of opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud that would sprinkle 

fertilizing rain on their fields. What old people say you cannot do, 

you try and find that you can. Old deeds for old people, and new 

deeds for new.  

- Henry David Thoreau, Walden, Economy 

If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is 

because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the music 

which he hears, however measured or far away. 

- Henry David Thoreau, Walden, Conclusion 

What man wants is simply independent choice, whatever that 

independence may cost and wherever it may lead. 

- Fyodor Dostoevsky, Notes from Underground, pt. 1, ch. 7 
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If you are not like everyone else then you are abnormal, if you are 

abnormal then you are sick. These three categories, not being like 

everybody else, not being normal and being sick are in fact very 

different but have been reduced to the same thing. 

- Michel Foucault, Interview, 1975 
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SECTION 9: DESIRE AND GREED 
 
 

Leo Tolstoy is widely considered to be one of the greatest writers 

in the western tradition. How Much Land Does a Man Need? 

(translated by Louise and Aylmer Maude) is a simple story about 

the dangers of out of control desires and greed. Tolstoy himself was 

born into Russia’s nobility and near the end of his life he freed his 

serfs, gave away most of his possessions and tried to live a life of 

simplicity without luxury. 

READING: HOW MUCH LAND DOES A MAN NEED? 

BY LEO TOLSTOY 

I  

AN elder sister came to visit her younger sister in the country. The 
elder was married to a tradesman in town, the younger to a peasant 
in the village. As the sisters sat over their tea talking, the elder began 
to boast of the advantages of town life: saying how comfortably 
they lived there, how well they dressed, what fine clothes her 
children wore, what good things they ate and drank, and how she 
went to the theatre, promenades, and entertainments.  

The younger sister was piqued, and in turn disparaged the life of 
a tradesman, and stood up for that of a peasant.  

'I would not change my way of life for yours,' said she. 'We may 
live roughly, but at least we are free from anxiety. You live in better 
style than we do, but though you often earn more than you need, 
you are very likely to lose all you have. You know the proverb, 
"Loss and gain are brothers twain." It often happens that people 
who are wealthy one day are begging their bread the next. Our way 
is safer. Though a peasant's life is not a fat one, it is a long one. We 
shall never grow rich, but we shall always have enough to eat.'  

The elder sister said sneeringly:  
'Enough? Yes, if you like to share with the pigs and the calves! 

What do you know of elegance or manners! However much your 
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good man may slave, you will die as you are living—on a dung 
heap—and your children the same.'  

'Well, what of that?' replied the younger. 'Of course our work is 
rough and coarse. But, on the other hand, it is sure; and we need 
not bow to any one. But you, in your towns, are surrounded by 
temptations; to-day all may be right, but to-morrow the Evil One 
may tempt your husband with cards, wine, or women, and all will 
go to ruin. Don't such things happen often enough?'  

Pahóm, the master of the house, was lying on the top of the 
oven, and he listened to the women's chatter.  

'It is perfectly true,' thought he. 'Busy as we are from childhood 
tilling mother earth, we peasants have no time to let any nonsense 
settle in our heads. Our only trouble is that we haven't land enough. 
If I had plenty of land, I shouldn't fear the Devil himself!'  

The women finished their tea, chatted a while about dress, and 
then cleared away the tea-things and lay down to sleep.  

But the Devil had been sitting behind the oven, and had heard 
all that was said. He was pleased that the peasant's wife had led her 
husband into boasting, and that he had said that if he had plenty of 
land he would not fear the Devil himself.  

'All right,' thought the Devil. 'We will have a tussle. I'll give you 
land enough; and by means of that land I will get you into my 
power.'  

 

II  

Close to the village there lived a lady, a small landowner, who had 
an estate of about three hundred acres. She had always lived on 
good terms with the peasants, until she engaged as her steward an 
old soldier, who took to burdening the people with fines. However 
careful Pahóm tried to be, it happened again and again that now a 
horse of his got among the lady's oats, now a cow strayed into her 
garden, now his calves found their way into her meadows—and he 
always had to pay a fine.  

Pahóm paid, but grumbled, and, going home in a temper, was 
rough with his family. All through that summer, Pahóm had much 
trouble because of this steward; and he was even glad when winter 
came and the cattle had to be stabled. Though he grudged the 
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fodder when they could no longer graze on the pasture-land, at least 
he was free from anxiety about them.  

In the winter the news got about that the lady was going to sell 
her land, and that the keeper of the inn on the high road was 
bargaining for it. When the peasants heard this they were very much 
alarmed.  

'Well,' thought they, 'if the innkeeper gets the land, he will worry 
us with fines worse than the lady's steward. We all depend on that 
estate.'  

So the peasants went on behalf of their Commune, and asked 
the lady not to sell the land to the innkeeper; offering her a better 
price for it themselves. The lady agreed to let them have it. Then 
the peasants tried to arrange for the Commune to buy the whole 
estate, so that it might be held by all in common. They met twice to 
discuss it, but could not settle the matter; the Evil One sowed 
discord among them, and they could not agree. So they decided to 
buy the land individually, each according to his means; and the lady 
agreed to this plan as she had to the other.  

Presently Pahóm heard that a neighbour of his was buying fifty 
acres, and that the lady had consented to accept one half in cash 
and to wait a year for the other half. Pahóm felt envious.  

'Look at that,' thought he, 'the land is all being sold, and I shall 
get none of it.' So he spoke to his wife.  

'Other people are buying,' said he, 'and we must also buy twenty 
acres or so. Life is becoming impossible. That steward is simply 
crushing us with his fines.'  

So they put their heads together and considered how they could 
manage to buy it. They had one hundred roubles laid by. They sold 
a colt, and one half of their bees; hired out one of their sons as a 
labourer, and took his wages in advance; borrowed the rest from a 
brother-in-law, and so scraped together half the purchase money.  

Having done this, Pahóm chose out a farm of forty acres, some 
of it wooded, and went to the lady to bargain for it. They came to 
an agreement, and he shook hands with her upon it, and paid her a 
deposit in advance. Then they went to town and signed the deeds; 
he paying half the price down, and undertaking to pay the 
remainder within two years.  
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So now Pahóm had land of his own. He borrowed seed, and 
sowed it on the land he had bought. The harvest was a good one, 
and within a year he had managed to pay off his debts both to the 
lady and to his brother-in-law. So he became a landowner, 
ploughing and sowing his own land, making hay on his own land, 
cutting his own trees, and feeding his cattle on his own pasture. 
When he went out to plough his fields, or to look at his growing 
corn, or at his grass-meadows, his heart would fill with joy. The 
grass that grew and the flowers that bloomed there, seemed to him 
unlike any that grew elsewhere. Formerly, when he had passed by 
that land, it had appeared the same as any other land, but now it 
seemed quite different.  

 

III  

So Pahóm was well contented, and everything would have been 
right if the neighbouring peasants would only not have trespassed 
on his corn-fields and meadows. He appealed to them most civilly, 
but they still went on: now the Communal herdsmen would let the 
village cows stray into his meadows; then horses from the night 
pasture would get among his corn. Pahóm turned them out again 
and again, and forgave their owners, and for a long time he forbore 
from prosecuting any one. But at last he lost patience and 
complained to the District Court. He knew it was the peasants' want 
of land, and no evil intent on their part, that caused the trouble; but 
he thought:  

'I cannot go on overlooking it, or they will destroy all I have. 
They must be taught a lesson.'  

So he had them up, gave them one lesson, and then another, 
and two or three of the peasants were fined. After a time Pahóm's 
neighbours began to bear him a grudge for this, and would now and 
then let their cattle on to his land on purpose. One peasant even 
got into Pahóm's wood at night and cut down five young lime trees 
for their bark. Pahóm passing through the wood one day noticed 
something white. He came nearer, and saw the stripped trunks lying 
on the ground, and close by stood the stumps, where the tree had 
been. Pahóm was furious.  
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'If he had only cut one here and there it would have been bad 
enough,' thought Pahóm, 'but the rascal has actually cut down a 
whole clump. If I could only find out who did this, I would pay him 
out.'  

He racked his brains as to who it could be. Finally he decided: 
'It must be Simon-no one else could have done it.' So he went to 
Simon's homestead to have a look round, but he found nothing, 
and only had an angry scene. However, he now felt more certain 
than ever that Simon had done it, and he lodged a complaint. Simon 
was summoned. The case was tried, and re-tried, and at the end of 
it all Simon was acquitted, there being no evidence against him. 
Pahóm felt still more aggrieved, and let his anger loose upon the 
Elder and the Judges.  

'You let thieves grease your palms,' said he. 'If you were honest 
folk yourselves, you would not let a thief go free.'  

So Pahóm quarrelled with the Judges and with his neighbours. 
Threats to burn his building began to be uttered. So though Pahóm 
had more land, his place in the Commune was much worse than 
before.  

About this time a rumour got about that many people were 
moving to new parts.  

'There's no need for me to leave my land,' thought Pahóm. 'But 
some of the others might leave our village, and then there would be 
more room for us. I would take over their land myself, and make 
my estate a bit bigger. I could then live more at ease. As it is, I am 
still too cramped to be comfortable.'  

One day Pahóm was sitting at home, when a peasant passing 
through the village, happened to call in. He was allowed to stay the 
night, and supper was given him. Pahóm had a talk with this peasant 
and asked him where he came from. The stranger answered that he 
came from beyond the Volga, where he had been working. One 
word led to another, and the man went on to say that many people 
were settling in those parts. He told how some people from his 
village had settled there. They had joined the Commune, and had 
had twenty-five acres per man granted them. The land was so good, 
he said, that the rye sown on it grew as high as a horse, and so thick 
that five cuts of a sickle made a sheaf. One peasant, he said, had 
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brought nothing with him but his bare hands, and now he had six 
horses and two cows of his own.  

Pahóm's heart kindled with desire. He thought:  
'Why should I suffer in this narrow hole, if one can live so well 

elsewhere? I will sell my land and my homestead here, and with the 
money I will start afresh over there and get everything new. In this 
crowded place one is always having trouble. But I must first go and 
find out all about it myself.'  

Towards summer he got ready and started. He went down the 
Volga on a steamer to Samára, then walked another three hundred 
miles on foot, and at last reached the place. It was just as the 
stranger had said. The peasants had plenty of land: every man had 
twenty-five acres of Communal land given him for his use, and any 
one who had money could buy, besides, at two shillings an acre as 
much good freehold land as he wanted.  

Having found out all he wished to know, Pahóm returned home 
as autumn came on, and began selling off his belongings. He sold 
his land at a profit, sold his homestead and all his cattle, and 
withdrew from membership of the Commune. He only waited till 
the spring, and then started with his family for the new settlement.  

 

IV  

As soon as Pahóm and his family arrived at their new abode, he 
applied for admission into the Commune of a large village. He 
stood treat to the Elders, and obtained the necessary documents. 
Five shares of Communal land were given him for his own and his 
sons' use: that is to say—125 acres (not all together, but in different 
fields) besides the use of the Communal pasture. Pahóm put up the 
buildings he needed, and bought cattle. Of the Communal land 
alone he had three times as much as at his former home, and the 
land was good corn-land. He was ten times better off than he had 
been. He had plenty of arable land and pasturage, and could keep 
as many head of cattle as he liked.  

At first, in the bustle of building and settling down, Pahóm was 
pleased with it all, but when he got used to it he began to think that 
even here he had not enough land. The first year, he sowed wheat 
on his share of the Communal land, and had a good crop. He 
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wanted to go on sowing wheat, but had not enough Communal land 
for the purpose, and what he had already used was not available; 
for in those parts wheat is only sown on virgin soil or on fallow 
land. It is sown for one or two years, and then the land lies fallow 
till it is again overgrown with prairie grass. There were many who 
wanted such land, and there was not enough for all; so that people 
quarrelled about it. Those who were better off, wanted it for 
growing wheat, and those who were poor, wanted it to let to dealers, 
so that they might raise money to pay their taxes. Pahóm wanted to 
sow more wheat; so he rented land from a dealer for a year. He 
sowed much wheat and had a fine crop, but the land was too far 
from the village—the wheat had to be carted more than ten miles. 
After a time Pahóm noticed that some peasant-dealers were living 
on separate farms, and were growing wealthy; and he thought:  

'If I were to buy some freehold land, and have a homestead on 
it, it would be a different thing, altogether. Then it would all be nice 
and compact.'  

The question of buying freehold land recurred to him again and 
again.  

He went on in the same way for three years; renting land and 
sowing wheat. The seasons turned out well and the crops were 
good, so that he began to lay money by. He might have gone on 
living contentedly, but he grew tired of having to rent other people's 
land every year, and having to scramble for it. Wherever there was 
good land to be had, the peasants would rush for it and it was taken 
up at once, so that unless you were sharp about it you got none. It 
happened in the third year that he and a dealer together rented a 
piece of pasture land from some peasants; and they had already 
ploughed it up, when there was some dispute, and the peasants 
went to law about it, and things fell out so that the labour was all 
lost.  

'If it were my own land,' thought Pahóm, 'I should be 
independent, and there would not be all this unpleasantness.'  

So Pahóm began looking out for land which he could buy; and 
he came across a peasant who had bought thirteen hundred acres, 
but having got into difficulties was willing to sell again cheap. 
Pahóm bargained and haggled with him, and at last they settled the 
price at 1,500 roubles, part in cash and part to be paid later. They 
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had all but clinched the matter, when a passing dealer happened to 
stop at Pahóm's one day to get a feed for his horse. He drank tea 
with Pahóm, and they had a talk. The dealer said that he was just 
returning from the land of the Bashkírs, far away, where he had 
bought thirteen thousand acres of land all for 1,000 roubles. Pahóm 
questioned him further, and the tradesman said:  

'All one need do is to make friends with the chiefs. I gave away 
about one hundred roubles' worth of dressing-gowns and carpets, 
besides a case of tea, and I gave wine to those who would drink it; 
and I got the land for less than twopence an acre. And he showed 
Pahóm the title-deeds, saying:  

'The land lies near a river, and the whole prairie is virgin soil.'  
Pahóm plied him with questions, and the tradesman said:  
'There is more land there than you could cover if you walked a 

year, and it all belongs to the Bashkírs. They are as simple as sheep, 
and land can be got almost for nothing.'  

'There now,' thought Pahóm, 'with my one thousand roubles, 
why should I get only thirteen hundred acres, and saddle myself 
with a debt besides? If I take it out there, I can get more than ten 
times as much for the money.'  

 

V  

Pahóm inquired how to get to the place, and as soon as the 
tradesman had left him, he prepared to go there himself. He left his 
wife to look after the homestead, and started on his journey taking 
his man with him. They stopped at a town on their way, and bought 
a case of tea, some wine, and other presents, as the tradesman had 
advised. On and on they went until they had gone more than three 
hundred miles, and on the seventh day they came to a place where 
the Bashkírs had pitched their tents. It was all just as the tradesman 
had said. The people lived on the steppes, by a river, in felt-covered 
tents. They neither tilled the ground, nor ate bread. Their cattle and 
horses grazed in herds on the steppe. The colts were tethered 
behind the tents, and the mares were driven to them twice a day. 
The mares were milked, and from the milk kumiss was made. It was 
the women who prepared kumiss, and they also made cheese. As 
far as the men were concerned, drinking kumiss and tea, eating 
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mutton, and playing on their pipes, was all they cared about. They 
were all stout and merry, and all the summer long they never 
thought of doing any work. They were quite ignorant, and knew no 
Russian, but were good-natured enough.  

As soon as they saw Pahóm, they came out of their tents and 
gathered round their visitor. An interpreter was found, and Pahóm 
told them he had come about some land. The Bashkírs seemed very 
glad; they took Pahóm and led him into one of the best tents, where 
they made him sit on some down cushions placed on a carpet, while 
they sat round him. They gave him tea and kumiss, and had a sheep 
killed, and gave him mutton to eat. Pahóm took presents out of his 
cart and distributed them among the Bashkírs, and divided amongst 
them the tea. The Bashkírs were delighted. They talked a great deal 
among themselves, and then told the interpreter to translate.  

'They wish to tell you,' said the interpreter, 'that they like you, 
and that it is our custom to do all we can to please a guest and to 
repay him for his gifts. You have given us presents, now tell us 
which of the things we possess please you best, that we may present 
them to you.'  

'What pleases me best here,' answered Pahóm, 'is your land. Our 
land is crowded, and the soil is exhausted; but you have plenty of 
land and it is good land. I never saw the like of it.'  

The interpreter translated. The Bashkírs talked among 
themselves for a while. Pahóm could not understand what they 
were saying, but saw that they were much amused, and that they 
shouted and laughed. Then they were silent and looked at Pahóm 
while the interpreter said:  

'They wish me to tell you that in return for your presents they 
will gladly give you as much land as you want. You have only to 
point it out with your hand and it is yours.'  

The Bashkírs talked again for a while and began to dispute. 
Pahóm asked what they were disputing about, and the interpreter 
told him that some of them thought they ought to ask their Chief 
about the land and not act in his absence, while others thought there 
was no need to wait for his return. 
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VI  

While the Bashkírs were disputing, a man in a large fox-fur cap 
appeared on the scene. They all became silent and rose to their feet. 
The interpreter said, 'This is our Chief himself.'  

Pahóm immediately fetched the best dressing-gown and five 
pounds of tea, and offered these to the Chief. The Chief accepted 
them, and seated himself in the place of honour. The Bashkírs at 
once began telling him something. The Chief listened for a while, 
then made a sign with his head for them to be silent, and addressing 
himself to Pahóm, said in Russian:  

'Well, let it be so. Choose whatever piece of land you like; we 
have plenty of it.'  

'How can I take as much as I like?' thought Pahóm. 'I must get 
a deed to make it secure, or else they may say, "It is yours," and 
afterwards may take it away again.'  

'Thank you for your kind words,' he said aloud. 'You have much 
land, and I only want a little. But I should like to be sure which bit 
is mine. Could it not be measured and made over to me? Life and 
death are in God's hands. You good people give it to me, but your 
children might wish to take it away again.'  

'You are quite right,' said the Chief. 'We will make it over to you.'  
'I heard that a dealer had been here,' continued Pahóm, 'and that 

you gave him a little land, too, and signed title-deeds to that effect. 
I should like to have it done in the same way.'  

The Chief understood.  
'Yes,' replied he, 'that can be done quite easily. We have a scribe, 

and we will go to town with you and have the deed properly sealed.'  
'And what will be the price?' asked Pahóm.  
'Our price is always the same: one thousand roubles a day.'  
Pahóm did not understand.  
'A day? What measure is that? How many acres would that be?'  
'We do not know how to reckon it out,' said the Chief. 'We sell 

it by the day. As much as you can go round on your feet in a day is 
yours, and the price is one thousand roubles a day.'  

Pahóm was surprised.  
'But in a day you can get round a large tract of land,' he said.  
The Chief laughed.  
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'It will all be yours!' said he. 'But there is one condition: If you 
don't return on the same day to the spot whence you started, your 
money is lost.'  

'But how am I to mark the way that I have gone?'  
'Why, we shall go to any spot you like, and stay there. You must 

start from that spot and make your round, taking a spade with you. 
Wherever you think necessary, make a mark. At every turning, dig 
a hole and pile up the turf; then afterwards we will go round with a 
plough from hole to hole. You may make as large a circuit as you 
please, but before the sun sets you must return to the place you 
started from. All the land you cover will be yours.'  

Pahóm was delighted. It was decided to start early next morning. 
They talked a while, and after drinking some more kumiss and 
eating some more mutton, they had tea again, and then the night 
came on. They gave Pahóm a feather-bed to sleep on, and the 
Bashkírs dispersed for the night, promising to assemble the next 
morning at daybreak and ride out before sunrise to the appointed 
spot. 

  

VII  

Pahóm lay on the feather-bed, but could not sleep. He kept thinking 
about the land.  

'What a large tract I will mark off!' thought he. 'I can easily do 
thirty-five miles in a day. The days are long now, and within a circuit 
of thirty-five miles what a lot of land there will be! I will sell the 
poorer land, or let it to peasants, but I'll pick out the best and farm 
it. I will buy two ox-teams, and hire two more labourers. About a 
hundred and fifty acres shall be plough-land, and I will pasture 
cattle on the rest.'  

Pahóm lay awake all night, and dozed off only just before dawn. 
Hardly were his eyes closed when he had a dream. He thought he 
was lying in that same tent, and heard somebody chuckling outside. 
He wondered who it could be, and rose and went out, and he saw 
the Bashkír Chief sitting in front of the tent holding his side and 
rolling about with laughter. Going nearer to the Chief, Pahóm 
asked: 'What are you laughing at?' But he saw that it was no longer 
the Chief, but the dealer who had recently stopped at his house and 



THE PHILOSOPHY HANDBOOK 

155 

had told him about the land. Just as Pahóm was going to ask, 'Have 
you been here long?' he saw that it was not the dealer, but the 
peasant who had come up from the Volga, long ago, to Pahóm's 
old home. Then he saw that it was not the peasant either, but the 
Devil himself with hoofs and horns, sitting there and chuckling, and 
before him lay a man barefoot, prostrate on the ground, with only 
trousers and a shirt on. And Pahóm dreamt that he looked more 
attentively to see what sort of a man it was lying there, and he saw 
that the man was dead, and that it was himself! He awoke horror-
struck.  

'What things one does dream,' thought he.  
Looking round he saw through the open door that the dawn was 

breaking.  
'It's time to wake them up,' thought he. 'We ought to be starting.'  
He got up, roused his man (who was sleeping in his cart), bade 

him harness; and went to call the Bashkírs.  
'It's time to go to the steppe to measure the land,' he said.  
The Bashkírs rose and assembled, and the Chief came, too. 

Then they began drinking kumiss again, and offered Pahóm some 
tea, but he would not wait.  

'If we are to go, let us go. It is high time,' said he.  
 

VIII  

The Bashkírs got ready and they all started: some mounted on 
horses, and some in carts. Pahóm drove in his own small cart with 
his servant, and took a spade with him. When they reached the 
steppe, the morning red was beginning to kindle. They ascended a 
hillock (called by the Bashkírs a shikhan) and dismounting from 
their carts and their horses, gathered in one spot. The Chief came 
up to Pahóm and stretched out his arm towards the plain:  

'See,' said he, 'all this, as far as your eye can reach, is ours. You 
may have any part of it you like.'  

Pahóm's eyes glistened: it was all virgin soil, as flat as the palm 
of your hand, as black as the seed of a poppy, and in the hollows 
different kinds of grasses grew breast high.  

The Chief took off his fox-fur cap, placed it on the ground and 
said:  
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'This will be the mark. Start from here, and return here again. 
All the land you go round shall be yours.'  

Pahóm took out his money and put it on the cap. Then he took 
off his outer coat, remaining in his sleeveless under coat. He 
unfastened his girdle and tied it tight below his stomach, put a little 
bag of bread into the breast of his coat, and tying a flask of water 
to his girdle, he drew up the tops of his boots, took the spade from 
his man, and stood ready to start. He considered for some moments 
which way he had better go—it was tempting everywhere.  

'No matter,' he concluded, 'I will go towards the rising sun.'  
He turned his face to the east, stretched himself, and waited for 

the sun to appear above the rim.  
'I must lose no time,' he thought, 'and it is easier walking while 

it is still cool.'  
The sun's rays had hardly flashed above the horizon, before 

Pahóm, carrying the spade over his shoulder, went down into the 
steppe.  

Pahóm started walking neither slowly nor quickly. After having 
gone a thousand yards he stopped, dug a hole, and placed pieces of 
turf one on another to make it more visible. Then he went on; and 
now that he had walked off his stiffness he quickened his pace. 
After a while he dug another hole.  

Pahóm looked back. The hillock could be distinctly seen in the 
sunlight, with the people on it, and the glittering tyres of the 
cartwheels. At a rough guess Pahóm concluded that he had walked 
three miles. It was growing warmer; he took off his under-coat, 
flung it across his shoulder, and went on again. It had grown quite 
warm now; he looked at the sun, it was time to think of breakfast.  

'The first shift is done, but there are four in a day, and it is too 
soon yet to turn. But I will just take off my boots,' said he to himself.  

He sat down, took off his boots, stuck them into his girdle, and 
went on. It was easy walking now.  

'I will go on for another three miles,' thought he, 'and then turn 
to the left. The spot is so fine, that it would be a pity to lose it. The 
further one goes, the better the land seems.'  

He went straight on for a while, and when he looked round, the 
hillock was scarcely visible and the people on it looked like black 
ants, and he could just see something glistening there in the sun.  
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'Ah,' thought Pahóm, 'I have gone far enough in this direction, 
it is time to turn. Besides I am in a regular sweat, and very thirsty.'  

He stopped, dug a large hole, and heaped up pieces of turf. Next 
he untied his flask, had a drink, and then turned sharply to the left. 
He went on and on; the grass was high, and it was very hot.  

Pahóm began to grow tired: he looked at the sun and saw that 
it was noon.  

'Well,' he thought, 'I must have a rest.'  
He sat down, and ate some bread and drank some water; but he 

did not lie down, thinking that if he did he might fall asleep. After 
sitting a little while, he went on again. At first he walked easily: the 
food had strengthened him; but it had become terribly hot, and he 
felt sleepy; still he went on, thinking: 'An hour to suffer, a life-time 
to live.'  

He went a long way in this direction also, and was about to turn 
to the left again, when he perceived a damp hollow: 'It would be a 
pity to leave that out,' he thought. 'Flax would do well there.' So he 
went on past the hollow, and dug a hole on the other side of it 
before he turned the corner. Pahóm looked towards the hillock. 
The heat made the air hazy: it seemed to be quivering, and through 
the haze the people on the hillock could scarcely be seen.  

'Ah!' thought Pahóm, 'I have made the sides too long; I must 
make this one shorter.' And he went along the third side, stepping 
faster. He looked at the sun: it was nearly half way to the horizon, 
and he had not yet done two miles of the third side of the square. 
He was still ten miles from the goal.  

'No,' he thought, 'though it will make my land lop-sided, I must 
hurry back in a straight line now. I might go too far, and as it is I 
have a great deal of land.'  

So Pahóm hurriedly dug a hole, and turned straight towards the 
hillock.  

 

IX  

Pahóm went straight towards the hillock, but he now walked with 
difficulty. He was done up with the heat, his bare feet were cut and 
bruised, and his legs began to fail. He longed to rest, but it was 
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impossible if he meant to get back before sunset. The sun waits for 
no man, and it was sinking lower and lower.  

'Oh dear,' he thought, 'if only I have not blundered trying for 
too much! What if I am too late?'  

He looked towards the hillock and at the sun. He was still far 
from his goal, and the sun was already near the rim.  

Pahóm walked on and on; it was very hard walking, but he went 
quicker and quicker. He pressed on, but was still far from the place. 
He began running, threw away his coat, his boots, his flask, and his 
cap, and kept only the spade which he used as a support.  

'What shall I do,' he thought again, 'I have grasped too much, 
and ruined the whole affair. I can't get there before the sun sets.'  

And this fear made him still more breathless. Pahóm went on 
running, his soaking shirt and trousers stuck to him, and his mouth 
was parched. His breast was working like a blacksmith's bellows, 
his heart was beating like a hammer, and his legs were giving way 
as if they did not belong to him. Pahóm was seized with terror lest 
he should die of the strain.  

Though afraid of death, he could not stop. 'After having run all 
that way they will call me a fool if I stop now,' thought he. And he 
ran on and on, and drew near and heard the Bashkírs yelling and 
shouting to him, and their cries inflamed his heart still more. He 
gathered his last strength and ran on.  

The sun was close to the rim, and cloaked in mist looked large, 
and red as blood. Now, yes now, it was about to set! The sun was 
quite low, but he was also quite near his aim. Pahóm could already 
see the people on the hillock waving their arms to hurry him up. He 
could see the fox-fur cap on the ground, and the money on it, and 
the Chief sitting on the ground holding his sides. And Pahóm 
remembered his dream.  

'There is plenty of land,' thought he, 'but will God let me live on 
it? I have lost my life, I have lost my life! I shall never reach that 
spot!'  

Pahóm looked at the sun, which had reached the earth: one side 
of it had already disappeared. With all his remaining strength he 
rushed on, bending his body forward so that his legs could hardly 
follow fast enough to keep him from falling. Just as he reached the 
hillock it suddenly grew dark. He looked up—the sun had already 
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set. He gave a cry: 'All my labour has been in vain,' thought he, and 
was about to stop, but he heard the Bashkírs still shouting, and 
remembered that though to him, from below, the sun seemed to 
have set, they on the hillock could still see it. He took a long breath 
and ran up the hillock. It was still light there. He reached the top 
and saw the cap. Before it sat the Chief laughing and holding his 
sides. Again Pahóm remembered his dream, and he uttered a cry: 
his legs gave way beneath him, he fell forward and reached the cap 
with his hands.  

'Ah, what a fine fellow!' exclaimed the Chief. 'He has gained 
much land!'  

Pahóm's servant came running up and tried to raise him, but he 
saw that blood was flowing from his mouth. Pahóm was dead!  

The Bashkírs clicked their tongues to show their pity.  
His servant picked up the spade and dug a grave long enough 

for Pahóm to lie in, and buried him in it. Six feet from his head to 
his heels was all he needed.  
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QUOTES ON DESIRE AND GREED 
 

In every one of us there are two guiding and ruling principles which 

lead us whither they will; one is the natural desire of pleasure, the 

other is an acquired opinion which aspires after the best; and these 

two are sometimes in harmony and then again at war, and 

sometimes the one, sometimes the other conquers. When opinion 

by the help of reason leads us to the best, the conquering principle 

is called temperance; but when desire, which is devoid of reason, 

rules in us and drags us to pleasure, that power of misrule is called 

excess. 

- Plato, Phaedrus, 237B 

He who is the real tyrant, whatever men may think, is the real slave, 

and is obliged to practise the greatest adulation and servility, and to 

be the flatterer of the vilest of mankind. He has desires which he is 

utterly unable to satisfy, and has more wants than any one, and is 

truly poor, if you know how to inspect the whole soul of him: all 

his life long he is beset with fear and is full of convulsions and 

distractions. ... Moreover ... he grows worse from having power: he 

becomes and is of necessity more jealous, more faithless, more 

unjust, more friendless, more impious, than he was at first; he is the 

purveyor and cherisher of every sort of vice, and the consequence 

is that he is supremely miserable, and that he makes everybody else 

as miserable as himself. 

- Plato, The Republic, IX, 579B 

Remember that you must behave as at a banquet. Is anything 

brought round to you? Put out your hand and take a moderate 

share. Does it pass by you? Do not stop it. Is it not yet come? Do 

not yearn in desire toward it, but wait till it reaches you. So with 
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regard to children, wife, office, riches; and you will some time or 

other be worthy to feast with the gods. And if you do not so much 

as take the things which are set before you, but are able even to 

forego them, then you will not only be worthy to feast with the 

gods, but to rule with them also.  

- Epictetus, Enchiridion, XV 

It is not the man who has too little, but the man who craves more, 

that is poor. What does it matter how much a man has laid up in 

his safe, or in his warehouse, how large are his flocks and how fat 

his dividends, if he covets his neighbour's property, and reckons, 

not his past gains, but his hopes of gains to come? Do you ask what 

is the proper limit to wealth? It is, first, to have what is necessary, 

and, second, to have what is enough. 

- Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 2 

Suppose that the property of many millionaires is heaped up in your 

possession. Assume that fortune carries you far beyond the limits 

of a private income, decks you with gold, clothes you in purple, and 

brings you to such a degree of luxury and wealth that you can bury 

the earth under your marble floors; that you may not only possess, 

but tread upon, riches. Add statues, paintings, and whatever any art 

has devised for the luxury; you will only learn from such things to 

crave still greater. Natural desires are limited; but those which 

spring from false opinion can have no stopping-point. The false has 

no limits. 

- Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 16 

Each one began to consider the rest, and to wish to be considered 

in turn; and thus a value came to be attached to public esteem. 
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Whoever sang or danced best, whoever was the handsomest, the 

strongest, the most dexterous, or the most eloquent, came to be of 

most consideration; and this was the first step towards inequality, 

and at the same time towards vice. From these first distinctions 

arose on the one side vanity and contempt and on the other shame 

and envy. 

- Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, pt. 2 

Social man lives constantly outside himself, and only knows how to 

live in the opinion of others, so that he seems to receive the 

consciousness of his own existence merely from the judgment of 

others concerning him ... everything being reduced to appearances, 

there is but art and mummery in even honour, friendship, virtue, 

and often vice itself. … We have nothing to show for ourselves but 

a frivolous and deceitful appearance, honour without virtue, reason 

without wisdom, and pleasure without happiness. 

- Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, pt. 2 

The problem for us is not, 'Are our desires satisfied or not?' The 

problem is, 'How do we know what we desire?' There is nothing 

spontaneous, nothing natural about human desires. Our desires are 

artificial. We have to be taught to desire.  

- Slavoj Žižek, The Pervert's Guide to Cinema
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SECTION 10: THE VALUE OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 

Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) was a British philosopher and social 

critic best known for his work in mathematical logic and as a 

populariser of philosophy. In this passage from The Problems of 

Philosophy, Russell acknowledges that many men think that 

philosophy is useless because it is unable to produce definite 

answers to the questions it addresses. He argues that the value of 

philosophy is to be “sought largely in its very uncertainty”. Those 

who do not study philosophy are “imprisoned by the prejudices” 

of the society in which they were raised, and the study of 

philosophy helps to remove dogmatism and keeps alive our sense 

of wonder. 

READING: CHAPTER 15 OF THE PROBLEMS OF 

PHILOSOPHY BY BERTRAND RUSSELL 

Having now come to the end of our brief and very incomplete 
review of the problems of philosophy, it will be well to consider, in 
conclusion, what is the value of philosophy and why it ought to be 
studied. It is the more necessary to consider this question, in view 
of the fact that many men, under the influence of science or of 
practical affairs, are inclined to doubt whether philosophy is 
anything better than innocent but useless trifling, hair-splitting 
distinctions, and controversies on matters concerning which 
knowledge is impossible.  

This view of philosophy appears to result, partly from a wrong 
conception of the ends of life, partly from a wrong conception of 
the kind of goods which philosophy strives to achieve. Physical 
science, through the medium of inventions, is useful to 
innumerable people who are wholly ignorant of it; thus the study of 
physical science is to be recommended, not only, or primarily, 
because of the effect on the student, but rather because of the effect 
on mankind in general. Thus utility does not belong to philosophy. 
If the study of philosophy has any value at all for others than 
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students of philosophy, it must be only indirectly, through its 
effects upon the lives of those who study it. It is in these effects, 
therefore, if anywhere, that the value of philosophy must be 
primarily sought.  

But further, if we are not to fail in our endeavour to determine 
the value of philosophy, we must first free our minds from the 
prejudices of what are wrongly called 'practical' men. The 'practical' 
man, as this word is often used, is one who recognizes only material 
needs, who realizes that men must have food for the body, but is 
oblivious of the necessity of providing food for the mind. If all men 
were well off, if poverty and disease had been reduced to their 
lowest possible point, there would still remain much to be done to 
produce a valuable society; and even in the existing world the goods 
of the mind are at least as important as the goods of the body. It is 
exclusively among the goods of the mind that the value of 
philosophy is to be found; and only those who are not indifferent 
to these goods can be persuaded that the study of philosophy is not 
a waste of time.  

Philosophy, like all other studies, aims primarily at knowledge. 
The knowledge it aims at is the kind of knowledge which gives unity 
and system to the body of the sciences, and the kind which results 
from a critical examination of the grounds of our convictions, 
prejudices, and beliefs. But it cannot be maintained that philosophy 
has had any very great measure of success in its attempts to provide 
definite answers to its questions. If you ask a mathematician, a 
mineralogist, a historian, or any other man of learning, what definite 
body of truths has been ascertained by his science, his answer will 
last as long as you are willing to listen. But if you put the same 
question to a philosopher, he will, if he is candid, have to confess 
that his study has not achieved positive results such as have been 
achieved by other sciences. It is true that this is partly accounted 
for by the fact that, as soon as definite knowledge concerning any 
subject becomes possible, this subject ceases to be called 
philosophy, and becomes a separate science. The whole study of 
the heavens, which now belongs to astronomy, was once included 
in philosophy; Newton's great work was called 'the mathematical 
principles of natural philosophy'. Similarly, the study of the human 
mind, which was a part of philosophy, has now been separated from 
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philosophy and has become the science of psychology. Thus, to a 
great extent, the uncertainty of philosophy is more apparent than 
real: those questions which are already capable of definite answers 
are placed in the sciences, while those only to which, at present, no 
definite answer can be given, remain to form the residue which is 
called philosophy.  

This is, however, only a part of the truth concerning the 
uncertainty of philosophy. There are many questions—and among 
them those that are of the profoundest interest to our spiritual 
life—which, so far as we can see, must remain insoluble to the 
human intellect unless its powers become of quite a different order 
from what they are now. Has the universe any unity of plan or 
purpose, or is it a fortuitous concourse of atoms? Is consciousness 
a permanent part of the universe, giving hope of indefinite growth 
in wisdom, or is it a transitory accident on a small planet on which 
life must ultimately become impossible? Are good and evil of 
importance to the universe or only to man? Such questions are 
asked by philosophy, and variously answered by various 
philosophers. But it would seem that, whether answers be 
otherwise discoverable or not, the answers suggested by philosophy 
are none of them demonstrably true. Yet, however slight may be 
the hope of discovering an answer, it is part of the business of 
philosophy to continue the consideration of such questions, to 
make us aware of their importance, to examine all the approaches 
to them, and to keep alive that speculative interest in the universe 
which is apt to be killed by confining ourselves to definitely 
ascertainable knowledge.  

Many philosophers, it is true, have held that philosophy could 
establish the truth of certain answers to such fundamental 
questions. They have supposed that what is of most importance in 
religious beliefs could be proved by strict demonstration to be true. 
In order to judge of such attempts, it is necessary to take a survey 
of human knowledge, and to form an opinion as to its methods and 
its limitations. On such a subject it would be unwise to pronounce 
dogmatically; but if the investigations of our previous chapters have 
not led us astray, we shall be compelled to renounce the hope of 
finding philosophical proofs of religious beliefs. We cannot, 
therefore, include as part of the value of philosophy any definite set 
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of answers to such questions. Hence, once more, the value of 
philosophy must not depend upon any supposed body of definitely 
ascertainable knowledge to be acquired by those who study it.  

The value of philosophy is, in fact, to be sought largely in its 
very uncertainty. The man who has no tincture of philosophy goes 
through life imprisoned in the prejudices derived from common 
sense, from the habitual beliefs of his age or his nation, and from 
convictions which have grown up in his mind without the co-
operation or consent of his deliberate reason. To such a man the 
world tends to become definite, finite, obvious; common objects 
rouse no questions, and unfamiliar possibilities are contemptuously 
rejected. As soon as we begin to philosophize, on the contrary, we 
find, as we saw in our opening chapters, that even the most 
everyday things lead to problems to which only very incomplete 
answers can be given. Philosophy, though unable to tell us with 
certainty what is the true answer to the doubts which it raises, is 
able to suggest many possibilities which enlarge our thoughts and 
free them from the tyranny of custom. Thus, while diminishing our 
feeling of certainty as to what things are, it greatly increases our 
knowledge as to what they may be; it removes the somewhat 
arrogant dogmatism of those who have never travelled into the 
region of liberating doubt, and it keeps alive our sense of wonder 
by showing familiar things in an unfamiliar aspect.  

Apart from its utility in showing unsuspected possibilities, 
philosophy has a value—perhaps its chief value—through the 
greatness of the objects which it contemplates, and the freedom 
from narrow and personal aims resulting from this contemplation. 
The life of the instinctive man is shut up within the circle of his 
private interests: family and friends may be included, but the outer 
world is not regarded except as it may help or hinder what comes 
within the circle of instinctive wishes. In such a life there is 
something feverish and confined, in comparison with which the 
philosophic life is calm and free. The private world of instinctive 
interests is a small one, set in the midst of a great and powerful 
world which must, sooner or later, lay our private world in ruins. 
Unless we can so enlarge our interests as to include the whole outer 
world, we remain like a garrison in a beleagured fortress, knowing 
that the enemy prevents escape and that ultimate surrender is 
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inevitable. In such a life there is no peace, but a constant strife 
between the insistence of desire and the powerlessness of will. In 
one way or another, if our life is to be great and free, we must escape 
this prison and this strife.  

One way of escape is by philosophic contemplation. 
Philosophic contemplation does not, in its widest survey, divide the 
universe into two hostile camps—friends and foes, helpful and 
hostile, good and bad—it views the whole impartially. Philosophic 
contemplation, when it is unalloyed, does not aim at proving that 
the rest of the universe is akin to man. All acquisition of knowledge 
is an enlargement of the Self, but this enlargement is best attained 
when it is not directly sought. It is obtained when the desire for 
knowledge is alone operative, by a study which does not wish in 
advance that its objects should have this or that character, but 
adapts the Self to the characters which it finds in its objects. This 
enlargement of Self is not obtained when, taking the Self as it is, we 
try to show that the world is so similar to this Self that knowledge 
of it is possible without any admission of what seems alien. The 
desire to prove this is a form of self-assertion and, like all self-
assertion, it is an obstacle to the growth of Self which it desires, and 
of which the Self knows that it is capable. Self-assertion, in 
philosophic speculation as elsewhere, views the world as a means 
to its own ends; thus it makes the world of less account than Self, 
and the Self sets bounds to the greatness of its goods. In 
contemplation, on the contrary, we start from the not-Self, and 
through its greatness the boundaries of Self are enlarged; through 
the infinity of the universe the mind which contemplates it achieves 
some share in infinity.  

For this reason greatness of soul is not fostered by those 
philosophies which assimilate the universe to Man. Knowledge is a 
form of union of Self and not-Self; like all union, it is impaired by 
dominion, and therefore by any attempt to force the universe into 
conformity with what we find in ourselves. There is a widespread 
philosophical tendency towards the view which tells us that Man is 
the measure of all things, that truth is man-made, that space and 
time and the world of universals are properties of the mind, and 
that, if there be anything not created by the mind, it is unknowable 
and of no account for us. This view, if our previous discussions 
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were correct, is untrue; but in addition to being untrue, it has the 
effect of robbing philosophic contemplation of all that gives it 
value, since it fetters contemplation to Self. What it calls knowledge 
is not a union with the not-Self, but a set of prejudices, habits, and 
desires, making an impenetrable veil between us and the world 
beyond. The man who finds pleasure in such a theory of knowledge 
is like the man who never leaves the domestic circle for fear his 
word might not be law.  

The true philosophic contemplation, on the contrary, finds its 
satisfaction in every enlargement of the not-Self, in everything that 
magnifies the objects contemplated, and thereby the subject 
contemplating. Everything, in contemplation, that is personal or 
private, everything that depends upon habit, self-interest, or desire, 
distorts the object, and hence impairs the union which the intellect 
seeks. By thus making a barrier between subject and object, such 
personal and private things become a prison to the intellect. The 
free intellect will see as God might see, without a here and now, 
without hopes and fears, without the trammels of customary beliefs 
and traditional prejudices, calmly, dispassionately, in the sole and 
exclusive desire of knowledge—knowledge as impersonal, as purely 
contemplative, as it is possible for man to attain. Hence also the 
free intellect will value more the abstract and universal knowledge 
into which the accidents of private history do not enter, than the 
knowledge brought by the senses, and dependent, as such 
knowledge must be, upon an exclusive and personal point of view 
and a body whose sense-organs distort as much as they reveal.  

The mind which has become accustomed to the freedom and 
impartiality of philosophic contemplation will preserve something 
of the same freedom and impartiality in the world of action and 
emotion. It will view its purposes and desires as parts of the whole, 
with the absence of insistence that results from seeing them as 
infinitesimal fragments in a world of which all the rest is unaffected 
by any one man's deeds. The impartiality which, in contemplation, 
is the unalloyed desire for truth, is the very same quality of mind 
which, in action, is justice, and in emotion is that universal love 
which can be given to all, and not only to those who are judged 
useful or admirable. Thus contemplation enlarges not only the 
objects of our thoughts, but also the objects of our actions and our 
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affections: it makes us citizens of the universe, not only of one 
walled city at war with all the rest. In this citizenship of the universe 
consists man's true freedom, and his liberation from the thraldom 
of narrow hopes and fears.  

Thus, to sum up our discussion of the value of philosophy; 
Philosophy is to be studied, not for the sake of any definite answers 
to its questions, since no definite answers can, as a rule, be known 
to be true, but rather for the sake of the questions themselves; 
because these questions enlarge our conception of what is possible, 
enrich our intellectual imagination and diminish the dogmatic 
assurance which closes the mind against speculation; but above all 
because, through the greatness of the universe which philosophy 
contemplates, the mind also is rendered great, and becomes capable 
of that union with the universe which constitutes its highest good.  
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QUOTES ON THE VALUE OF PHILOSOPHY 
 

Philosophy begins in wonder. 

- Plato, Theaetetus, 155B 

It's quite true what philosophy says, that life must be understood 

backwards. But one then forgets the other principle, that it must be 

lived forwards. A principle which, the more one thinks it through, 

precisely leads to the conclusion that life in time can never be 

properly understood, just because no moment can acquire the 

complete stillness needed to orient oneself backward. 

- Søren Kierkegaard, Søren Kierkegaard's Papirer 

To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle thoughts, nor even 

to found a school, but so to love wisdom as to live according to its 

dictates, a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust. 

It is to solve some of the problems of life, not only theoretically, 

but practically. 

- Henry David Thoreau, Walden, Economy 

Be a philosopher; but, amidst your philosophy, be still a man. 

- David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, sect. 

1, 4 

Philosophy is at once the most sublime and the most trivial of 

human pursuits. It works in the minutest crannies and it opens out 

the widest vistas. It 'bakes no bread,' as has been said, but it can 

inspire our souls with courage; and repugnant as its manners, its 
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doubting and challenging, its quibbling and dialectics, often are to 

common people, no one of us can get along without the far-flashing 

beams of light it sends over the world's perspectives. These 

illuminations at least, and the contrast-effects of darkness and 

mystery that accompany them, give to what it says an interest that 

is much more than professional. 

- William James, Pragmatism, Lecture 1 

The problems [of philosophy] are solved, not by giving new 

information, but by arranging what we have always known. 

Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence 

by means of language. 

- Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, pt. 1, sect. 109 

What is the purpose of philosophy? – To shew the fly the way out 

of the fly-bottle. 

- Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, pt. 1, sect. 309 

The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; 

the point is to change it. 

- Karl Marx, Theses of Feuerbach, XI 

Philosophy ought to question the basic assumptions of the age. 

Thinking through, critically and carefully, what most of us take for 

granted is, I believe, the chief task of philosophy, and the task that 

makes philosophy a worthwhile activity. 

- Peter Singer, Animal Liberation, VI
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FURTHER READING 
 
 

If you enjoyed these readings and would like to learn more about 

philosophy, the natural place to start would be read works related 

to the ones in this collection. For example, if you enjoyed the 

readings by Plato, you might want to check out the four Platonic 

dialogues collectively known as The Trail and Death of Socrates, or if 

you’re feeling more ambitious, you might want to read The Republic.  

If you enjoyed the readings by Seneca and Epictetus, you’ll 

probably also enjoy other books by Stoic philosophers such as 

Meditations by Marcus Aurelius or Letters from a Stoic by Seneca. You 

might also enjoy How to be a Stoic by Massimo Pigliucci for a more 

modern application of Stoic principles. If you enjoyed the readings 

by John Stuart Mill, you may want to read the rest of On Liberty as 

well as Mill’s other famous book Utilitarianism. For a general 

introduction to philosophy, Simon Blackburn’s Think: A Compelling 

Introduction to Philosophy is a good place to start. 

Another place to start is my website, thedailyidea.org. It aims to 

make studying philosophy as easy as possible by bringing together 

the best philosophy resources from across the internet onto one 

page. You can also sign up to receive a philosophy quote delivered 

to your inbox each day to help make studying philosophy a daily 

habit. 

 

Thank you for reading The Philosophy Handbook. 

 

 


