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Human Goodness
Pragmatic Variations on Platonic Themes

Human Goodness presents an original pragmatic moral theory that
successfully revives and revitalizes the classical Greek concept of hap-
piness. It also includes in-depth discussions of our freedoms, our
obligations, and our virtues, as well as adroit comparisons with the
moral theories of Kant and Hume. Paul Schollmeier explains that the
Greeks define happiness as an activity that we may perform for its own
sake. Obvious examples might include telling stories, making music,
or dancing. He then demonstrates that we may use the pragmatic
method to discover and to define innumerable activities of this kind.
Schollmeier’s demonstration rests on the modest assumption that our
happiness takes not one ideal form, but many empirical forms.

Paul Schollmeier is professor of philosophy at the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas. He is the author of Other Selves: Aristotle on Per-
sonal and Political Friendship and the coeditor of The Greeks and Us:
Essays in Honor of Arthur W. H. Adkins.
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Preface

You shall find, dear reader, no new ideas in my book. At least, I trust not.
If you seek novelty, you had best search another volume for the pleasures
of your diversion. I cannot presume on a topic of so great an importance
as ethics to have discovered a truth not yet known to my fellows, whether
philosophically inclined or not. Even this very point others made centuries
ago. Immanuel Kant did, for example.

If, however, you are a seeker of self-knowledge and its pleasures, read on.
I have attempted to explore knowledge of this variety, and I do believe that
I have met with some success. But I must offer you a word of caution at the
very outset: Any success in an endeavor of this alluring sort is at best rather
elusive, and whatever success one might actually claim could quite possibly
be illusive.

But how can I hope to gain self-knowledge without discovering a new
truth? you may ask. This book, I would respond, is merely an experiment
in the analysis of ideas about human goodness. But the ideas I intend to
analyze are not at all unique to me. I propose to take a concept of happiness
gleaned from the ancients and to see what the consequences might be if
we were to take it seriously as a principle of moral philosophy. What could
happiness tell us about ourselves, our autonomy, our obligations, and our
circumstances, not to mention our virtue?

One might be tempted to think that an experiment with self-knowledge
is itself a novel idea. But proponents of the experimental method for the
moral sciences have in the past century made the idea very current. I am
thinking of William James and John Dewey, especially. These philosophers
themselves claim an ancient lineage for the procedure. They trace its origins
through David Hume and John Stuart Mill down to Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle.

In my experiment I shall elaborate a hypothesis that is rather limited. I
pretend to no divine knowledge of any eternal or necessary sort. One cannot
but at times feel that certain ideas do provide a glimpse of eternity. But even

xi
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xii Preface

these ideas, though they may fill us with ecstasy, we cannot take for certain.
They may perhaps approach the ideas of a god, I concede, and we ought
surely to treat them with some diffidence. But I must ask, How could we ever
be sure that we have stumbled upon any idea truly divine?

My hypothesis concerns human knowledge. I take our knowledge to rest
on a feeble intellect and on frail senses. Our faculties with their contingent
natures can hardly grasp even their proper objects. What is more, these
objects themselves are apparently contingent. They not infrequently change
under our very gaze. How could one ever hope to grasp their truths with
much confidence?

Nor dare I attempt an experiment that would tie all truth, if only human,
into one tidy bundle. Truth, if it is one, is too grand a thing for our mind to
grasp. We must therefore choose our experiments and choose them care-
fully. I have chosen to elaborate a hypothesis that sheds some light on truths
now forgotten by many. There are surely good reasons for our forgetfulness.
But our lapse has consequences that appear to me equally great, if not grave.
The truths by which we presently live do have their advantages. But because
they are not exhaustive, these truths also have their disadvantages.

If you wish, you may think of this book as dedicated to the idea of an
ephemeral teleology. An ephemeral teleology?! Yes, the phrase does sound
oxymoronic. We are today much accustomed to thinking of teleologies,
especially moral ones, as requiring eternal, fixed forms. But need they? I
for one do not think so. We are surrounded by plants and animals whose
forms of life are very obviously teleological and yet constantly changing
over their lifetimes, not to mention their species evolution and extinction.
I wish to remind you that we ourselves are of these fleeting forms as are
the ecosystems within which we dwell. And so I shall ask, What are the
implications of a temporal teleology, autochthonous and almost evanescent
by comparison to its alternative, for moral theory and practice?

I shall, then, have repeated recourse to the ancient Greek philosophers. I
mean Plato and Aristotle. They expound a natural and moral teleology that
we would do well to take into consideration. Many philosophers, of course,
would argue that their teleology requires eternal forms for its foundation.
I am not convinced that it does. But my reservations need not trouble you.
My purpose is to trouble you with a larger question. I wish to ask, Need a
moral or a natural teleology rest on invariable forms? I think not. What I
shall do, then, is take the ancient concept of teleology and make use of it as
if it were of variable forms.

David Hume and Immanuel Kant provide extraordinary confirmations
of this principal idea, especially if one considers how inimical their philoso-
phies seem to be to those of the Greeks. With his distinction between rela-
tions of ideas and matters of fact, Hume echoes the ancient distinction
between knowledge and opinion. Kant advocates a moral teleology that
includes a concept of value very similar to that of the ancients, despite its
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transcendental form. His teleology also contains other concepts useful for
my analysis, such as freedom, imperative, and cosmology.

But Kant and Hume remain the Scylla and Charybdis of our efforts to
understand the Greeks. These gentlemen are veritable demigods who cast
conceptual shadows so long as to obscure our vision of ancient philosophy.
I suspect, for example, that our tendency to attribute fixed rational forms
to moral teleology arises in large part from Kant. From Hume would appear
to arise our reluctance to accept a rational teleology of any sort in moral
matters.

I shall borrow from the American philosophers their method, albeit
with some modification. I shall also attempt to reconstruct their general
philosophical outlook. My intention is to apply the experimental method to
moral problems with the purpose of advancing intellectual teleologies and
not emotional ones. A moral experiment, I shall argue, is successful if its
hypothesis is conducive to the enriched activity of our mind rather than to
the enhanced passivity of our emotions. The consequences of this change
for our felicity are not insignificant.

My hope, then, is that by recalling an idea, almost archaic by contem-
porary standards, and by arraying it before you, gentle reader, with other
ideas, both ancient and modern, I can foster in your soul a forgotten moral
outlook and attitude.

But I must now ask you, if you be of kindred spirit and so inclined, to
peruse my book itself.
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1

An Apology

1. ΓΝ��Ι ΣΕΑΥΤΟΝ! Who cannot remember the very first time when he or
she heard these words uttered? KNOW THYSELF! I know that I can distinctly
recall when a high school chum announced to some fellow classmates and
me that this pronouncement, together with the injunction NOTHING IN
EXCESS, was the most famous and the most important utterance of the
Delphic oracle.

Nor can I forget the quizzicality that immediately followed this revela-
tion. NOTHING IN EXCESS surely appeared to be a reasonable, if at times
a difficult, maxim to follow. But KNOW THYSELF? This great injunction
rang hollow. Know thyself, when there are so many other intriguing things
seemingly waiting to be discovered? Not to mention the ingenious things
no doubt waiting to be invented? How could a nostrum seemingly so empty
be the summation of ancient Greek wisdom?

You may imagine our consternation when this same friend kindly
informed us in almost the same breath that the Greeks highly esteemed
a playwright who wrote a play about a man who murdered his father and
married his mother. They had even given him a prize for it, he claimed. We
were apoplectic! The Greeks, we had been taught, were the very paragons
of our culture. They had fought so valiantly against so many at Marathon
and Salamis.1

Yet what better inspiration for philosophy than these ancient paragons
who appear so paradoxical! Who better to invoke for my present undertak-
ing than these haunting spirits? Whether we will or not, we are all obliged
to concede that the Greeks present paradigms that overshadow our culture.
Every philosopher – nay, every person – must somehow come to grips with
these ancient ones. We may ponder them, we may applaud them, we may
deplore them, we may attempt to ignore them, but escape them we cannot.

1 The mischievous friend was Michael Jay Williams, Esq., and his language was more colorful
than my own. This incident remains indelibly engraved in my memory.

1
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And so I must ask, Why? Why must every philosopher explicitly, and every
person implicitly, grapple with these Greeks? Could the phenomenon be a
cultural conundrum of some intransigent sort? Or does it have its origins
in human nature itself? I wish to suggest that this chronic problem has its
origins within our very nature, which we share with the Greeks. If they were
anything, the ancient Greek philosophers were surely astute observers of the
human frame and fabric. More particularly, I believe that they may serve to
remind us, despite ourselves perhaps, of an important fact about ourselves.
This fact, we soon shall discover, is an organicism that lies deep within us as
well as without us.

We also know that these Greeks claim to be the children and the grand-
children of the gods. This claim alone, I should think, would be sufficient
to render them worthy of our attention. Who are we to doubt their word?
They surely ought to know who their own ancestors are, to paraphrase an
ancient argument. At the very least, one ought not to dismiss their claim out
of hand. We might even find, should we deign to give it serious considera-
tion, that we ourselves are nearer and dearer to the gods than we may have
imagined. We do, after all, trace our lineage back to the ancients.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Before we can hope to fathom them,
we must first make an effort to become better acquainted with these ancient
ones. And with ourselves.

2. The divine injunction to know myself, I confess, I did not take as seriously
as one ought for a time considerably longer than I would care to admit. But I
did early on make a concerted effort to get to know the Greeks, and Socrates
quickly became a focus of my endeavors. His claim that the unexamined life
is not worth living was a source of many spirited discussions among my
college classmates and me (Apology 37e–38a).2 I well remember that our
debates almost always ended in frustration, though I no longer recall why
they did. Nor am I entirely sure that we divined a connection with the Pythian
oracle. But I would like to think that we did.

Even now an examination of the Apology can be an occasion for philosoph-
ical frustration. One would think that a reasonable procedure for consider-
ing this monologue would be to ask, How does Socrates himself implement
his claim about the unexamined life? After all, he does give us an account
of an examination that he made regarding his life. But this procedure, inge-
nious though it appears, soon gives us additional grounds for reflection.
What we discover with it initially seems not terribly profound and not a little
puzzling.

When we approach the Apology with our question in mind, we find
Socrates recounting at his trial his attempt to understand another

2 More literally Socrates asserts that an unexamined life is one not to be lived by a human
being (�� �����	 
��
����). The implication is that an unexamined life is less than human!
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pronouncement made by the oracle at Delphi. He explains that a bold
friend of his had asked the oracle whether someone was wiser than he, and
the oracle had responded that no one was (Apology 20c–21a). He found this
response to be less than credible, and he decided to undertake an inquiry
and to see whether he could not find someone wiser. He actually thought,
he tells us, that he might refute the oracle (21b–c).

He soon discovered, however, that the oracle was in fact irrefutable.
He was forced to conclude that he was the wisest of all because he was
unable to find anyone who was wiser. What was this great wisdom of his?
His wisdom was merely that he did not know and did not think that he
did (����
 . . . ��� ����, ���� ������)! But this meager knowledge was suf-
ficient to make him wiser than all the others. He sought out and tested
numerous people who had a reputation for wisdom, among them politi-
cians, poets, and handicraftsmen. He found that he was wiser than they were
because they each thought that they knew something though they did not
(21c–22e).

Socrates, then, demonstrated with his examination that he was indeed
wiser than anyone else. But he also showed that his wisdom was merely
ignorance! This ignorance we have in fact come to know as Socratic igno-
rance. His example thus suggests that an examined life is worth living
because it is one that we knowingly live in ignorance. I suppose that a life
of this sort might be a smidgen better than an unexamined life, which, pre-
sumably, one ignorantly lives in ignorance. Yet one cannot but wonder, How
worthy is any life of ignorance?

What is more, you may perchance have noticed that we again encounter
the Delphic oracle and its more troublesome injunction. Our ability to know
ourselves would seem to be rather dubious. Through Socrates the oracle is
apparently telling us something about human knowledge. To the consterna-
tion of his jury, Socrates professes his belief that the oracle meant for him to
be taken as an example for us all. What she appears to be saying, he asserts,
is that our wisdom is worth little or nothing (Apology 22e–23b).

Need I also mention the little paradox of how one might know that one
does not know? If we know that we do not know, then we would know at least
one thing, would we not? But if we do not know at least one thing, then we
would not even know that we do not know. Socrates’ discovery, whichever
way we take it, seems at best oxymoronic.

Let us persevere, nonetheless. We can learn another fact or two about
Socrates and his wisdom even from Plato’s account of his trial. Socrates
informs us that his knowledge is of one kind only. Eschewing divine wisdom
of any kind, he asserts that he does not even know of any wisdom that might
be greater than human (����� ���� � ��� ���
���� ��!���). The knowledge
that he himself claims to possess is merely human wisdom (
��
����" ��!��)
(Apology 20d–e). Wisdom of our sort it is which is worth little or nothing
(23a).
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Unfortunately, he does not bother to explain what the difference might be
between wisdom of these two kinds. But we can see that the people whom he
examined apparently thought that they had knowledge akin to divine knowl-
edge. At least, they thought that they knew something beautiful and good
(��#�� �
$����) (21d or 22b–c). Could divine knowledge thus be to know
that one actually knows? And could human knowledge, again, be to know
only that we do not know, if we know anything? That is, could our knowledge
be to know that we are ignorant?

Perhaps we ought to ask, Have we ever encountered a similar distinction
between these kinds of knowledge? I believe that we have. Where? In Plato’s
Republic, of course! When he discusses the qualifications for an ideal ruler,
Socrates obviously distinguishes several kinds of knowledge if we take the
term in its widest sense. He recognizes a distinction between knowledge
and opinion, and he further differentiates understanding from reasoning
and belief from conjecture. With these distinctions, if carefully analyzed, we
shall see what divine knowledge might be and, more important for us, what
human knowledge is.

Consider the famous paradigm of the divided line, which Socrates uses to
make his distinctions. With this figure Socrates represents indifferently our
intellectual powers and their objects. But we need consider only our powers.
Socrates asks us to imagine a line divided into two unequal sections. These
two sections, we may say, represent opinion (�%&�) and knowledge ($�'��	)
(Republic 6. 509d, 510a). Opinion, of course, concerns the multiplicity of
visible and audible objects, and knowledge the unity of an intelligible object,
which is an idea (Republic 5. 476a–b).

He asks us to imagine further each section subdivided into two unequal
segments (Republic 6. 509d–e). To the lower segments he assigns conjecture
(�(�����) and belief (�����	), and to the upper segments reasoning (��)����)
and understanding (�%"��	) (511d–e). Conjecture and belief concern sen-
sible images and their objects, but reasoning and understanding concern
intelligible objects and their principles (509e–510c).

I want to focus not on the lower but on the upper portion of this figure. I
would like to draw your attention to the fact that the upper segments of the
line both concern hypotheses and how to use them in intellectual inquiry.
With these two segments Socrates illustrates two ways in which we can so use
them. He is at some pains to show that one may use a hypothesis either to
establish a conclusion or to establish a first principle.

Consider the use of a hypothesis to arrive at a conclusion. This usage is one
familiar to any high school sophomore who has signed up for a geometry
course. One starts from hypotheses (*& +���,����), assuming them to be
true without argument, and then from them one draws a conclusion (*�-
��#�.�/�). For example, our geometer might assume the definitions of a
triangle and a square and then proceed to make an inference about these
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concepts. When we use diagrams for this purpose, we use them only as
images of the concept under consideration (510b, 510c–511b).3

Consider now the use of a hypothesis for arriving at a first principle. We
may find this procedure less familiar, but college students who have studied
mathematical logic have an inkling of what it is. One goes from hypotheses
(*& +���,����), such as geometrical definitions, to a first principle that is
nonhypothetical (*� 

01� 
�.�%�����). One then goes back to the original
and other hypotheses. We might, for example, go from the postulates of
Euclidian geometry to the concepts of set theory and then back to the
postulates of Euclidian, Riemannian, and Lobachefskian geometries. We
use no images for this purpose. Our thinking is “of ideas, through ideas,
and to ideas” (510b, 511b–d).4

I would like to emphasize two points about this analysis. Socrates suggests,
first of all, that we undertake an inquiry of either type only by hypothesis.
We merely assume a hypothesis to be true for the purpose of drawing a
conclusion from it. Or we can use a hypothesis as a “steppingstone” or
“springboard” in an attempt to arrive at and to establish its truth with a
first principle (Republic 6. 511b–c). That we can understand a hypothesis by
means of a first principle, he explicitly asserts (511c–d).5

Second, we use a hypothesis in either way according to Socrates for the
purpose of a conceptual inquiry. In the one way we attempt to draw out
the implications of a concept, and these implications are themselves con-
ceptual. Images, if used, merely reflect conceptual content. In the other
way we attempt to organize our hypotheses with a first principle, but this
organization is conceptual, too. Images are not even under consideration
(511b–c).6

3 Incidentally, the divided line itself functions as a geometric diagram does. It serves to illustrate
epistemological and ontological concepts.

4 Nagel is a contemporary philosopher who expresses this concept quite succinctly, though he
does not connect it with Plato. “An advance in objectivity,” he asserts, “requires that already
existing forms of understanding should themselves become the object of a new form of
understanding, which also takes in the objects of the original forms” (View 5. 74–77).

5 Few contemporary translators would appear to translate these passages consistently with the
term “hypothesis.” But Reeve did in his recent revision of Grube’s translation (Cooper). So
did Lindsay and Bloom before him. Most contemporary philosophers, however, would agree
about these two functions of a hypothesis. Irwin does, for example, though he uses both
the terms “hypothesis” and “assumption” (Ethics 16. 274). Annas also agrees about these
functions (Introduction 11. 277–278).

6 Tait discusses the objects represented by the divided line, and he shows in some detail how
knowledge can have this conceptual purity. He argues that Plato is defending what we would
call exact science, and that science of this kind is “true of a certain structure which the phe-
nomena in question roughly exemplify but which, once grasped, we are capable of reasoning
about independently of the phenomena which, in the causal sense, gave rise to it” (11–12,
15–16).
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We may now distinguish, I think, human from divine knowledge. Divine
knowledge I would take to be ultimate, nonhypothetical, knowledge of first
principles. If they have any knowledge, would not the gods have knowledge
of first principles and not merely knowledge that they assume to be true?
Indeed, they would presumably have knowledge of the one and only first
principle of anything and everything.7

Human knowledge I take to be hypothetical knowledge. Following
Socrates, I would argue that our hypothetical knowledge is of two kinds. We
can not only reason hypothetically, but we can also understand hypotheti-
cally. That is, we can not only use our hypotheses to arrive at conclusions, but
we can also arrive at prior principles as best we are able with the aid of our
hypotheses. Or dare we presume to do more than to aspire to a knowledge
of a principle that is truly first?8

If there can be knowledge so wondrous! Socrates himself professes not to
know if knowledge of a nonhypothetical sort is in fact possible. He actually
expresses some skepticism about any knowledge of an ultimate first princi-
ple. His skepticism extends explicitly to the ne plus ultra idea of the good
(2 ��3 
$���3 (�,�), which, he states, is “the last to be known and hardly to
be seen.” “God only knows if it happens to be true!” he declares. This idea

7 Contemporary physicists would call knowledge of this sort a Grand Unifying Theory (GUT)
or a Theory of Everything (TOE). In their hope to develop a theory of this sort, they are
currently attempting to reconcile the hypotheses of general relativity with those of quantum
mechanics. Their general theory would advance a principle concerned with only a single
science, however.

8 With a different method we thus arrive at a distinction very similar to that which Vlastos
makes between knowledge that is certain and knowledge that we attain by elenchus. Vlastos
argues that certain knowledge absolutely cannot be otherwise, and that elenctic knowledge
depends on our dialectical skill and on our opinions (Socratic 2. 48–58). Socrates, Vlastos also
points out, relies on an assumption that elenctic knowledge is a consistent set of beliefs. But
need Socrates assume that our beliefs, though shown to be consistent on a given occasion, are
true, as Vlastos argues (Socratic 1. 25–28)? Not in any absolute sense, I would think. Human
knowledge, if open to dialectical challenge, can be true only by hypothesis. Our knowledge
must remain hypothetical whether we attempt to reason or to understand.

Brickhouse and Smith argue that Socrates does have divine knowledge, revealed to him
not only by the oracle but also in his dreams (Socrates 2. 105–107). They allege two facts in
support of their claim, that Socrates trusts the oracle because a god would not lie, and that
he evidenced his trust in divination when he concludes that the poets produced their works
through divine knowledge (105–106). I can only respond that Socrates explicitly denies
himself any grand claim to wisdom greater than human (Apology 20d–e). More particularly,
he implies that he did doubt the veracity of the oracle when he undertook to disprove it (21b–
c), and he in fact criticizes the poets and others for their very claim to possess knowledge of
the beautiful and good (22a–c; see 21c–e).

Brickhouse and Smith agree, however, that Socrates also possesses human knowledge,
which they, too, call elenctic knowledge, and that elenctic knowledge is less than certain.
Knowledge of this kind has its limitations, they argue, of both an inductive and a deductive
nature (Socrates 2. 133–135).
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constitutes “for him appearances that thus appear (�� . . . *��- !���%���� �4��
!�������)” (Republic 7. 517b–c)!9

We have to admit, then, that human knowledge does amount to precious
little. All knowledge that we might presume to possess is merely hypothetical,
whether we use our hypotheses for understanding or for reasoning. Nor may
we exempt this very distinction between hypothetical and nonhypothetical
knowledge. We can know only hypothetically that we do not know nonhy-
pothetically. Our knowledge is worth little or nothing, as Socrates declared.
We cannot truly know a single thing.

We can see, too, that an examined life is more worthy for us than an unex-
amined one. An examined life is a life not without some diffidence about
our intellectual powers, which are rather fallible. At least, a life examined
in a Socratic manner is. To know that we do not know is to know that we are
apt to err. But an unexamined life is a life of foolish confidence. To think
that one knows when one does not is to court disaster. A life of this sort can
only be the stuff of tragedy, or, if we happen to be lucky, the stuff of comedy.

Finally, we resolve our little paradox about human knowledge. In one
breath Socrates uses the word “knowledge” in two senses. We can know
humanly that we do not know divinely. Or we can know hypothetically that
we do not know nonhypothetically. This usage is surely pardonable if the
resulting paradox garners our attention. And I believe that it did, did it
not?10

We find, then, that Socrates can indeed help us understand the Delphic
injunction to know ourselves. We are obliged to conclude that we can know
ourselves only by hypothesis. If we had other than hypothetical knowledge,
we would know who we are through divine eyes. But only through our own
eyes can we come to know who we might be. Our self-knowledge can be only
hypothetical.

But we now find that we must accept yet another conclusion. Self-
knowledge turns out to be merely self-ignorance. We have seen that we must
acknowledge our ignorance about the objects of our intellectual endeavors.
But our ignorance about these objects surely entails an ignorance about our
very selves. Or may we presume to know ourselves in some way other than
that by which we know any and every other thing? Our self-knowledge, too,
is worth little or nothing!

9 Shorey wryly remarks that Plato is “much less prodigal about metaphysical ultimates” than
his interpreters sometimes are (Republic, vol. 2, pp. 130, n. b). He also argues that the
nonhypothetical first principle is not to be taken in an ontological sense, but that this
principle is for us only an ultimate hypothesis. It is “an unrealized methodological ideal”
(Idea 229–232). I take his argument to be a reminder that the nonhypothetical can be for us
merely a dialectical assimilation of our hypotheses. It only appears to be nonhypothetical,
as Socrates says.

10 Vlastos agrees about the ambiguation (Socratic 2. 64–66).
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No wonder Socrates had such a difficult time with his jury! His jurors
would appear to lead lives unworthy of human beings, thinking that they
know themselves when they do not. He more than once becomes the object
of their indignation when he asserts that the certainty of others about them-
selves makes them less wise than his ignorance about himself (Apology 20c–
21a, 29b–31c). He must admonish the jury even when he reminds them of
his penchant for dialectics (17c–18a, 27a–b).

Perhaps we can now better understand the accusation of impiety (24b–c,
26b–c). What becomes of our traditional gods if we have no divine knowl-
edge of them? Socrates argues that he is following the divine oracle when he
practices philosophy. But he also avers that he must test the utterance of the
oracle to see for himself whether or not it might be true. Stop and think for
a moment. If we have only human knowledge of our gods, we are in effect
left on our own with the dreaded dialectical daimon whom Socrates claims
to serve (31c–d). A strange divinity, indeed!

3. Contemporary philosophers, I have since learned, long after the late-night
debates with my college companions, take an even less sanguine view of our
sagacity than does Socrates. Yet these very philosophers, excepting the more
obstreperous among them, do frequently present the appearance, at least,
of being able descendants of our Athenian. I would like now to draw upon
an American philosopher of this able sort for support in our endeavor to
understand ourselves. This philosopher exhibits not only the diffidence of
Socrates but also the dialectical acumen.

I refer to none other than William James. One might imagine that James
would find a life of ignorance, when viewed as a life of hypothetical knowl-
edge, quite familiar and quite possibly congenial. He would surely applaud
Socrates for the view that human knowledge is merely hypothetical. In fact,
the American and the British philosophers were among the first moderns,
if not the first, to observe how successful the hypothetical method is in the
natural sciences and to advocate its adoption in the moral sciences. Their
hope was to free us from our moral prejudices and to put us on our way
toward moral progress.

Nonetheless, James would likely feel a residual discomfort about a
Socratic life of ignorance. What would make him uncomfortable, I think, is
the purpose for which Socrates employs the hypothetical method. Socrates
uses the method in intellectual inquiry exclusively for the sake of our con-
cepts themselves. We understand with a hypothesis, on his account, when we
arrive at a first principle for concepts. Or we reason with a hypothesis when
we draw conclusions about concepts. In either way a hypothesis enables us
only to relate our ideas to one another.

I have, I admit, some sympathy for this philosophical antipathy. You no
doubt do, too, if you have any empirical tendencies. Our uneasiness arises
from the fact that we are accustomed to using a hypothesis for inquiry not
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about conceptual but about perceptual objects. That is, we tend to make an
inquiry about the intangible and invisible objects of our intellectual life a
secondary concern. Our primary concern is to inquire about the visible and
tangible objects of our quotidian life. Of course, if inquiry about concepts
can advance inquiry about percepts, so much the better.

But are we right to indulge our ontological predilection? What reason
might we have for supposing that the more rational conceptual entities are
less appropriate objects of our cognitive concern than more the ephemeral
perceptual entities? Can we defend our decision, if it was a decision, to
assess human understanding and reasoning by their bearing upon things
apparently physical?

I would suggest that we might mitigate our metaphysical qualm by return-
ing to our ancient dialectician. Curiously, if we can see how Socrates defends
the practice of employing a hypothesis in conceptual inquiry, we shall be
in a better position to examine how James defends the practice of apply-
ing a hypothesis in perceptual inquiry. What I intend to show is that the
ancient and the contemporary concepts of knowledge, despite their consid-
erable differences, do have some rather astounding similarities. We shall also
see that, despite these similarities, the contemporary concept of knowledge
resembles most of all the ancient concept of opinion.

Plato presents in the Republic another paradigm that will prove helpful
for addressing our present quandary. This paradigm is the simile of the
sun. Socrates uses this simile as an illustration of the good and its role
in determining our epistemology and our ontology. Though urged to do
so, he admits that he is not able to explain what the good itself might
be. His fear is that he would not be of the sort able to succeed in the
attempt, and that in his eagerness he would only make himself look ridicu-
lous (Republic 6. 506d–e). His reluctance apparently bears no irony (504e–
505a).

He argues instead that the good, whatever it might be, has a nature and
function in the intelligible world similar to the nature and function of the
sun in the visible world. This point is especially worthy of our consideration.
The sun, he explains, lavishes its world with light, and its light serves as a
medium for human vision (Republic 6. 507c–508a). The light of the sun
obviously gives vision to our eyes and makes objects visible. Without light
our eyes can hardly see and objects can scarcely be seen (507d–e).

The good, too, he continues, causes a medium, but its medium serves
human intellection. This medium, he implies, is truth (
#/����) and being
(�� 5�) (508d). In truth and being we now encounter nothing less than
the famous idea of the good (2 ��3 
$���3 (�,�) or the form of the good
(
$������,	). With its form the good gives both intelligence to a knower and
intelligibility to an object known. That is, its form is the cause not only of
truth and knowledge as they are known but also of truth and, presumably,
being as they are (508e–509a).
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Plato’s assumption, which Socrates never quite makes explicit, appears
to be that our knowledge, if adequate, would be the same as its object. The
good gives rise to a form that we would grasp if we truly knew and that
an object would be if it truly were. After all, a form of this type is itself an
idea and, hence, at once an epistemological and an ontological entity! That
which truly knows and that which truly is share an ideal identity.11

But can we ever know the form of the good? Alas, we cannot. We can,
unfortunately, know an object only by means of a hypothesis. Socrates thus
assumes that any knowledge of ours can only approximate a form of the
good. Our hypothesis might have an object that is a cause of truth and
knowledge in our minds and of truth and knowability in an object. But
most likely our hypothesis does not have an object of this sublime sort. If it
did, we would have stumbled upon the one and only, nonhypothetical, first
principle of the all.12

Now, I would draw your attention to the fact that with his simile Plato
confines the intelligible realm to knowledge and its objects only. This realm
is, of course, that of being. The good causes a medium through which we
can know concepts and through which concepts can be known, if only hypo-
thetically. Socrates does not devote any attention to opinion and its objects,
except to mention them by contrast. The realm of opinion, he states, is that
of coming to be and of ceasing to be (Republic 6. 508d).

When he develops his simile, Socrates thus concerns himself only with the
realm of knowledge and knowable objects. He is obviously concerned with
knowledge because it is a necessary qualification, sine qua non, he argues,
for an ideal ruler, who must be a philosopher as well as a politician (Republic
5. 473c–d). He acknowledges, nonetheless, a need for opinion. He asserts
that a candidate for political rule must have not only knowledge but also

11 I take this interpretation to be nothing unusual. Annas, for example, would agree with the
interpretation in its essentials. She rightly points out that the good is fundamental both in
the understanding of things and in the nature of things. But she is quick to caution us not
to confuse “the sovereignty of the good with shallow optimism about Providence and all
being for the best.” She finds Plato extremely pessimistic “about the amount of goodness to
be found in the actual world” (Introduction 10. 245–247). I am not so sure how pessimistic
Plato is, but the extant world is less than perfect, to be sure.

12 Irwin would seem to agree. He asserts that we must be able to grasp a form “by some cognitive
state, superior to mere belief, that does not require knowledge of the Good” (Ethics 16. 271).
But he does not indicate that this cognitive state could very well be hypothetical knowledge.

Annas would appear to disagree. She overlooks the possibility that one might have
hypothetical knowledge about the good, and she suggests instead that one can have opinion
about it. Citing Republic 5. 506b–e, she claims that Socrates himself possesses opinion of this
kind (Introduction 10. 243–244; 8. 194). But Glaucon is the one who suggests in the passage
cited that Socrates might have opinion about the good. Socrates himself not only denies that
he has knowledge of the good but also replies to Glaucon that opinion without knowledge
is shameful. If so, opinion would hardly be appropriate to provide us with an awareness of
the good.
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experience, especially in political and military matters (Republic 7. 519b–d,
520c, 539e).

Plato, therefore, leaves a lacuna in his analysis. One would think that more
might remain to be said about the realm of opinion and its objects. Perhaps
another offspring of the good, so to speak, somehow between the good and
the sun, could produce a medium for opining, similar in function to both
the intellectual light of knowing and the visual light of seeing. This medium
might transmit opinable forms, distinct from intelligible and sensible forms,
to explain how we can hypothesize about objects of opinion.

Could there be, then, an intellectual medium concerned with becoming?
If so, are there intellectual functions concerned with opinion and its objects?
In other words, Can we use a hypothesis to understand a first principle
concerned with objects of becoming? Or to attempt to understand one?
Can we use a hypothesis to reason about objects of this sort? Affirmative
answers to these questions could put us more at ease about the ontology to
which we have become accustomed.

To answer these questions would seem a Herculean task. Could we by
ourselves hope to discover a medium for opining? I myself am not entirely
indiffident about my own powers, and you may not be, either. But, fortu-
nately, we need not put our philosophical prowess to the test. Other, more
able philosophers have already discovered and discussed a medium of the
very kind we seek, though they fail to divine its connection with ancient
philosophy. The American pragmatists now make their appearance, and in
their forefront we find William James.

James does not explicitly acknowledge, as far as I can tell, that his empir-
ical epistemology has any connection with the ancient distinction between
knowledge and opinion. What this pragmatic philosopher does do is explain
for us how we may know objects of becoming. When he does so, he enables
us to see that knowledge in the contemporary sense is essentially the same as
opinion in the ancient sense. More to our present purpose, he also indicates
that there is a medium concerned with opinion and its object.

James speaks neither of the good nor of the sun. But he does speak of
human experience. He argues that our experience provides us with an intel-
lectual medium! To distinguish it from the conceptual light of Plato, one
might call this experiential medium an apperceptual light or, less pedan-
tically perhaps, a perceptual light.13 But James calls this medium simply
knowing. Knowing, he explains, is one part of experience that connects

13 James himself follows common usage when he speaks of concepts and percepts. But he
would do better to speak of concepts, appercepts, and percepts. An appercept I take to
be an intellectual awareness of a perceptible object. A percept is more strictly a sensed
awareness of a perceptible object. We might argue by analogy that as knowledge divides
classically into knowledge proper and opinion, so perception divides into apperception
and perception proper. That is to say, perception is a homonymic genus. I shall for the most
part conform to common usage, but I would ask the reader to bear this distinction in mind.
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other parts of experience with one another. The parts that it connects are,
I need hardly remind you, a subject who knows and an object that is known
(Empiricism 1. 4–5)!

He continues to argue that this medium of knowing has functions
astoundingly similar to the Platonic media of intellectual light or of sun-
light. Our experience is “double-barrelled,” he famously asserts. It functions,
through knowing, both as an intelligence in a subject and as an intelligibility
in an object! Or, as he himself puts the matter, experience separates itself into
the consciousness of a knower and the content of an object known. This sep-
aration, he argues, experience brings about through different associations
of a part of itself with other parts. Associations in one context play the role
of a knower; in another context they play the role of a known thing (9–10).

Consider his own example. A room, such as the one in which you are now
sitting, is situated at the intersection of two processes. The one process is sub-
jective, and the other objective. Both processes determine a context for the
room, and they each do so with associations. Its subjective context is one of
the biography of the person who happens to be in it, but its objective context
is one of the history of the building in which the room is located. The one
is the result of operations such as “sensations, emotions, decisions, move-
ments, classifications, expectations, etc.” But the other is the result of such
operations as “carpentering, papering, furnishing, warming, etc.” (12–15).

But how can a single room be in two places at once? James explicitly
answers this question with an analogy. Our room is in two contexts very
much as a point can be in two lines. The room is at an intersection of two
processes that connect it with associations of different kinds, just as a point,
he implies, can be at an intersection of two lines that connect it with other
points in different series. But the room, like the point, he asserts explicitly,
“would remain all the time a numerically single thing” (12).

James would thus appear to rely on an assumption curiously Platonic –
namely, that our knowledge, if adequate, would be identical with its object!
Our experience on his account yields an entity that is at once epistemological
and ontological. Though he does, I concede, speak disparagingly of the
possibility that our knowledge might be the same as its object. When he
does, however, he speaks only of absolute knowledge, which he takes to be
mere dogmatism (Will 1. 13–14, for example).

Indeed, he clearly argues that empirical knowledge can be identical to
its object. Knowing, he asserts more generally, utilizes an identical “presen-
tation” or “a mere that” which enables a subject to know and an object to
be known. That is, “the very same that” is present in the mental activities
“ending in the present” and “extending into the future” and in the activi-
ties terminating in “previous physical operations” and continuing in “future
ones” (Empiricism 1. 13–15, his italics).14

14 Myers does not think that James can distinguish a thought from a thing in this way. He
considers James’s example of a pen, which also may, as may any object, receive its function
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We can now begin to see how James defends our ontological penchant for
perceptible objects. James and Plato advance epistemologies and ontologies
with an incredibly similar structure, despite their obvious differences. We
may draw an analogy between the good and its function and human experi-
ence and its function. As the good provides a singular form that gives us the
ability to know and enables an object to be known, so, too, our experience
provides a singular form that enables us to know and an object to be known.
After all, “a mere that” is a form that both a thought and a thing have in our
experience.

One can also see that a Platonic form and a Jamesian form are both
ultimates. At least, for us they are. The good does not exist for us except as
forms of knowledge and known objects. The most we can know about the
good appears to be only that it is the source of the forms (Republic 6. 508e–
509a).15 So, too, pure experience does not exist for us except as forms of
knowledge and objects known. We can know only the various natures that
we encounter within it and not experience itself (Empiricism 1. 26–27).

However, I would not dream of denying a salient dissimilarity between
the Athenian and the American. The Platonic good provisions us with a con-
ceptual form, which philosophers frequently take to be fixed, but Jamesian
experience can provide us only with a perceptual form, which is fleeting.
The one form is ideally eternal and necessary, but the other is empirically
contingent and temporal.16

We may conclude, I think, that James supplies a philosophical foundation
that can give us some confidence about our turn from ancient to contempo-
rary ontology. As the good provisions us with an ideal medium for knowledge
in the ancient sense, so human experience provides an empirical medium

from subjective or objective associations (James 11. 309–310). He asserts that we cannot point
to an undifferentiated that, which functions in both contexts, nor can we view the same pen in
both contexts without contradiction (310). James, however, advances these very propositions
himself. There is no undifferentiated that, which is free from any associations, except for
“new-born babes” or “men in semi-coma” (Empiricism 3. 93–94). A pen or any object does
have contradictory attributes in different contexts, just as a man may be “tall in relation to
one neighbor, and short in relation to another” (Empiricism 2. 80–82; 3. 100–106). Myers
has fallen into the pitfall, James would say, of taking for real distinctions distinctions merely
verbal (Empiricism 3. 103–104).

15 Irwin suggests that the good is “not identical to any of the other Forms” but that “it is not
independent of the totality of the Forms whose goodness it explains.” The good, he tells
us, is “the appropriate combination and arrangement of them” (Ethics 16. 272–273). But
could we not know a combination and arrangement of this sort? Hypothetically, of course.
We would thus know the good as more than a source of the forms. If only!

16 In more contemporary terms I am arguing that Plato and James present us with two versions
of what Nagel would probably call a heroic skepticism. Both philosophers assume that our
knowledge has some identity with its object, and yet they both argue that our knowledge
is merely hypothetical (see View 5. 68–70). Nagel, of course, does not ascribe this view to
Plato. He asserts that Plato advances a heroic epistemology, which apparently presupposes
an absolute identity between our knowledge and its object (69). But Nagel is hardly alone
in this ascription.
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for knowledge in the contemporary sense. But, of course, a medium of either
type, ideal or empirical, cannot enable us poor mortals to know anything in
an absolute sense. Only in a hypothetical sense can we know.

But we now encounter a philosophical prejudice that for us mortals can
only border on ultimate, if it is not in fact ultimate. The Platonic good
may indeed provide a foundation for our knowledge and our reality. But
how could we ever know that we are so honored? Only our humble expe-
rience would appear to provide a foundation for human knowledge, how-
ever exalted it might seem. Our ideas, though they may at times appear to
approach the divine, are human only, and they have their origin, decidedly
modest, in our meager impressions.

Within our own experience we thus find media for both conception and
perception. We may employ within our experience a conceptual form to
define a knower and an object known, but we may also employ a perceptual
form to define a perceiver and an object perceived. But even a conceptual
form for us is knowledge only in the pragmatic sense. And pragmatic knowl-
edge is none other than opinion in the Platonic sense. Opinion for Plato
concerns a perceptual object. It takes for its object becoming, and becoming
is surely perceptual if anything is.

We also see, even more importantly, how James enables us to fathom
better our self-knowledge. Consider a simple syllogism. Self-knowledge, if
we are right to follow James, surely includes knowledge of our own concepts
and percepts. But knowledge of our own concepts and percepts constitutes
our only knowledge of an object, if our associations be not pure illusion.
Self-knowledge would, therefore, be the sum total of all knowledge not only
of ourselves but of anything else, be it ideal or real! At least, it would for
mortals, such as we be.

I would like now to consider whether James could retain the Socratic
distinction between understanding and reasoning. Can our self-knowledge
include both understanding and reasoning about ourselves? Within
Jamesian experience, I mean. I believe that it can. James himself retains
the distinction if only implicitly. He recognizes, though applied differently,
two functions for hypotheses. He rather clearly implies that we can use a
hypothesis for understanding. A knower can establish a hypothesis if it leads
to another part of experience that is conceived. Indeed, our ideas may form
“related systems” that correspond to systems of realities, presumably expe-
riential (Empiricism 2. 52–54, 61).

Lest he seem to do so, I would again point out that he does not admit
any human ability to know in a classical sense when we refer one concept to
another. He might seem to suggest that our knowledge can concern concepts
only. But he takes care to remind us that, when we refer our concepts to
one another, we have only virtual knowledge (67–69). We can have actual
knowledge only when we refer our concepts to percepts (54–58).

But James also acknowledges that we may use a hypothesis to reason. This
use of a hypothesis is essentially what he calls knowing. He all but asserts that


