
Chapter 2: The Genealogy of Truth, Part I  

The Dawn of Philosophy 

 Philosophy, throughout its history, has been typically divided into five main 

branches of study, each characterized by a central question: aesthetics (what is beauty?), 

logic (how are conclusions reliably derived from premises?), ethics (how should one 

ideally act?), metaphysics (what is true, outside of human perception and experience?), 

and epistemology (how do we know what we think we know?). In attempting to answer 

any or all of these questions, understanding and interpreting the nature of truth is 

essential. While one might think that defining truth may only be important for operating 

metaphysics and epistemology (the two most seemingly irrelevant branches), truth is 

often understood as the correct answer to a question, regardless of the field or branch of 

study. In another light, truth may be understood as the value we assign to beliefs or 

propositions when we think they constitute knowledge. Whether one aims to discover a 

universally applicable answer to an ethical question or an answer to an aesthetic quandary 

applicable only to one’s own life, the most important definition in answering any of these 

questions is the definition of “truth.”  Because philosophy is largely concerned with 

connecting reality to an ideal (i.e. the best, most successful, or most rational) form of 

reality, there are high stakes in classifying what qualifies as “the real” or truth. 

Discrepancies between philosophers over whether or not truth is eternal or temporal, 

universal or specific, objective or subjective, knowable or unknowable, etc. form the 

major underlying source of disagreement between Western philosophers; while 

philosophers may ostensibly disagree with the suppositions or assessments of fact made 
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by other philosophers, these qualms are often, at root, a disagreement over the nature of 

truth and the constitution of knowledge. 

 One could argue that the dawn of philosophy, in the sixth century BCE, came 

about as a result of a public desire to better identify both truth and a method of inquiry 

that would most assure that its results were true. Thales of Miletus, a Presocratic 

philosopher, is supposed to have predicted a solar eclipse in 585 BCE, a feat which 

astounded the unknowledgeable Greek elite and public alike.1  Thales, though he could 

not have truly understood the phenomenon of eclipses, was worldly enough to determine 

that eclipses were the result of natural forces which occurred at regular intervals, which 

allowed him to make a fairly accurate prediction about the occurrence of the next eclipse, 

prompting Aristotle to later call the Milesians the first naturalists. The Presocratic 

Milesians, the most notable of which were Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes, are 

considered the first philosophers because they attempted to create a cogent explanation 

and story for the way the world came to be the way they found it, by using the tool of 

rationality. By attributing the regularity of eclipses to natural, impersonal forces, rather 

than capricious, supernatural gods, Thales transcended the longstanding tendency in 

inquiry to deny the human capability of understanding or finding an answer to a question 

outside the realm of human experience. Essentially, Thales was the first to put rationality 

to philosophical use; by relying on observations of reality rather than the inscrutable will 

of the gods, Thales was able to empirically extrapolate functional conclusions about the 

natural world. In addition to Thales’ demonstration of the potential success of 

empirically-based prediction, the Milesians importantly contributed to inquiry by 

providing reasons for believing their assertions; though the Milesian proofs are flawed at 
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best, the mere formulation of a proof at all represented a giant leap forward in inquiry 

away from dogmatic religion and towards questioning philosophy. 

 The Milesians created a basis for the entire discipline of philosophy in the act of 

using rationality to construct a reliable explanation for some aspect of reality. However, 

the decision to use rationality as a method of inquiry was not an obvious decision for the 

Milesians; truth had never before been viewed as something objective and universal, 

nonetheless comprehensible as a pattern by man. As historian of classical philosophy 

Anthony Gottliebi puts it, “The use of reason was an act of faith. There is little point in 

trying to describe the impersonal laws that govern the cosmos if there aren’t any, or if 

they are beyond the bounds of understanding.”2  The attitude of skepticism towards the 

possibility of humans acquiring the truth Gottlieb describes represents the most enduring 

and significant objection to philosophy as a discipline; for as long as there have been 

philosophers, there have also been those who denounce the use of reason in favor of some 

other engine of inquiry, be it a religious faith, a human passion, a mystical doctrine, or 

dogmatism in some other form. Whether they encourage undesirable social stratification 

or simply disparage the merit of the mind, dogmatisms in all forms deny the ability and 

desirability of using rationality as a tool to assess reality. However, philosophy proved 

useful precisely because it produced the most useful interpretations of reality; by 

recognizing that the world could be reduced to comprehensible patterns and laws, the 

Milesians empowered humanity by empowering its ability for inquiry. 

                                                
i Though I have reviewed several surveys of philosophy, Gottlieb’s volume, The Dream of Reason, is a 
history of ancient philosophy ideally suited for the purposes of this thesis because his focus is on the 
concept of reason. Gottlieb uses extensive textual evidence to justify his interpretations of philosophers’ 
attitudes towards truth and reason. Where I have found legitimate discrepancy between Gottlieb’s work and 
other histories of philosophy, I have referred to other source or to the text itself. 
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 Subsequent generations of philosophers and thinkers used this empowered inquiry 

to determine other aspects of the world around them. Pythagoras, the Greek 

mathematician, thinker, and statesman, continued the tradition of using logic and reason 

to understand the patterns that the world exhibits; the famed Pythagorean Theorem 

represents just such rationality applied to mathematics to find an undeniably useful and 

universal pattern for the way the world works. The Pythagoreans worked to uncover as 

many patterns as possible, whether they were found in physics, mathematics, or music, 

finding a kind of distinctive truth in the degree of applicability of their findings. Adding 

two and two never failed to be four, and the squares of both legs of a right triangle never 

failed to equal the square of the hypotenuse. However, the Pythagoreans were also the 

first to uncover the markedly impractical field of metaphysics by recognizing the literal 

existence of entities other than physical objects; laws of mathematics, harmonics, souls, 

and so on, were all recognized as existing independently of physical matter by the 

Pythagorean school of thought.3  By using rationality, Pythagoreans were able to 

extrapolate from their narrow experience to find patterns that governed operation of the 

entire universe. However, the Pythagoreans were so intrigued by this rational form of 

inquiry that they became obsessed with the metaphysical and universal to the point where 

they deprecated the real and temporal, an attitude in philosophy that contributed to 

Plato’s metaphysics and epistemology, both famously encapsulated by his theory of the 

Forms. 
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 Socrates and Platoii continued the Pythagorean tradition by concentrating on the 

universal and eternal patterns that they considered facts of nature, existing independently 

of the material conditions of existence, while simultaneously governing those conditions. 

However, Plato shifted the historical attitude towards nature from an obsessive curiosity 

about patterns to one of profound respect and love for the objectivity and universality of 

the knowledge it confers, laying the foundation for the formal field of philosophy: the 

love of wisdom. Contrasting with the Pythagorean and Platonic traditions, not all of the 

concurrent and intervening philosophers had attitudes towards truth and knowledge that 

were conducive to the creation of philosophy as a discipline, a problem that eventually 

led to the martyrdom of Socrates and the philosophic elitism of Plato. Because Plato saw 

the universal conformity to the laws of nature, he designated the patterns he observed 

Forms (in Greek, the word approximates “idea”), defined as an idealistic abstraction of a 

general characteristic that embodied the entire set of corresponding characteristics on 

earth. Plato concluded that there existed, metaphysically at least, a prefect, objective and 

universally applicable idea for every aspect of the world, the key distinction from the 

Pythagorean tradition being the aspect of objective perfection. By asserting that objective 

reality was qualitative, Plato argued that the excellence of a thing depended on its degree 

of correspondence (conformity)iii to the universal Form; a horse was only as good as it 

                                                
ii When I refer to Plato’s philosophy, I invariably refer to the philosophy of Socrates as well. Their 
philosophies are practically indistinguishable because Plato used Socrates as his mouthpiece in his 
dialogues and there is a lack of historical clarity on the division between the two thinkers’ positions. When 
I refer to Socrates specifically, I either refer to the historical person or the chief protagonist in Plato’s 
dialogues, but only insofar as other historians of philosophy make particular distinctions.  
iii Plato was the first philosopher to assess the truth of a proposition by checking its degree of 
correspondence with objective reality (though he called correspondence “partaking in a Form”). Though 
Plato believed that the Forms were the only actual objects within objective reality, this proposition-
checking mechanism lays the foundation for the development of the Positivism and the “correspondence 
theory of truth,” further developed by thinkers like Aristotle, Bertrand Russell, Ludwig Wittgenstein, etc. 
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approximated the Form of “Horseness” (which, according to Plato, would be what 

everyone would imagine as a perfect horse if they truly understood horses and were able 

to extrapolate beyond the material, temporal horses they observe). Along the same lines, 

Plato argues for the objectiveness and fixity of truth; though he knew that an absolute 

comprehension of the truth was unattainable on earth, Plato believed that the degree of 

truth or correctness a thing had was its degree of correspondence to the Form it 

approximated, as determined by reason. For Plato, reason was the exclusive method of 

inquiry one could use to learn about the Forms, and as such, pure reason alone held the 

power to grasp ultimate realityiv, with the qualification that the most truthful propositions 

are those which most closely define or correspond to the facts of the Forms, as observed 

through the use of reason. Plato criticizes and draws from other early philosophers in 

formulating his conception of ultimate reality; though Plato’s metaphysics would prove 

more historically enduring and universally appealing, these Presocratic philosophers 

importantly contributed to our ideas about philosophic and scientific inquiry. 

Plato importantly denied the legitimacy of other theories of truth by making them 

appear foolish through the course of his dialogues (foolishness being little more than the 

perceived dissonance of a proposition with reality). One such subject of discussion was 

the philosophy of Heraclitus, a sort of a philosophical aberration in the Greek world; 

Heraclitus’ writings were composed of seemingly paradoxical epigrams designed to 

comment on the opposing, yet dualistic nature of all things, highlighted by the opposing 

relationship of flux (in the constant changing of the elements which compose everything) 

                                                
iv Though philosophers often have different connotations and interpretations for the meaning of “ultimate” 
or “objective” reality, I will use it interchangeably with the idea of an objective truth that is external and 
independent of human existence, often with qualitative or normative implications.  
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and form (and its unchanging consistency).4  For example, Heraclitus is perhaps best 

known for the line, “One cannot step twice into the same river,” though this fame was 

granted by Plato’s somewhat unfair treatment of Heraclitus; Plato pronounced Heraclitus’ 

philosophy relativistic and even nihilistic, though not in those terms, claiming that no 

river could ever exist according to such logic, a conclusion that would render such an 

outlook on truth functionally useless.5  However, Plato had unfairly caricaturized 

Heraclitus’ position by only quoting this half of the epigram; the preceding half, “As they 

step into the same rivers, other and still other waters flow upon them,” adds a layer of 

nuance and profundity by acknowledging the universal social recognition of the concept 

of a form while the latter half denies its literal existence.v  Plato did find some use in 

Heraclitus’ observation that the world was composed of elements in flux; Aristotle later 

recounted that Plato cited Heraclitus’ argument to help justify Plato’s conception of 

ultimate reality: that the Forms are metaphysical, objective and eternal. According to 

Aristotle, Plato acknowledged that “all sensible things are ever passing away, so that if 

knowledge or thought is to have an object, there must be some other and permanent 

entities apart from those which are sensible; for there can be no knowledge of things 

which are in a state of flux,” again reflecting the classical preference for eternal, objective 

truth to fluctuating, material reality.6  Where Heraclitus saw conflict between the equally 

powerful flux and form and could only shrug, Plato avoided fixating on the flux by 

downgrading the importance of material life to an illusory instantiation of true form; 

                                                
v Heraclitus’ theory of truth may not have been, as regarded by Plato, relativistic and subjective; rather, 
Heraclitus may have observed that the flux of conditions creates inconsistencies in inflexibly determined 
truths, and concluded that no truth is objectively, necessarily permanent, though often recognized as such. 
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though Plato may give the real short shrift, other cautionary tales of reason run amok 

forced Plato to keep the observable reality in mind. 

Parmenides, a philosopher whom Socrates had supposedly met as a youth, 

provided just such an example of reason run amok. Parmenides, quite unlike Heraclitus, 

was monistic in his view of existence, though this view was based on a profound form of 

dualism; in his poem, The Way of Truth, Parmenides attempted to argue from a minimum 

of premises that one could not think about “what is not,” while anything one could 

legitimately think about (“what is”) necessarily existed (albeit in a metaphysical sense).7  

Parmenides used such determinations from “pure reason” to conclude that all that is 

intelligible is a single, undifferentiated, immortal, unchanging and monistic thing, and 

only that all-encompassing thing exists or can be thought of; differences and changes did 

not exist, according to Parmenides. Motion, color, numbers, and the concept of empty 

space could not exist since they necessarily involved divisibility and change: an 

impossibility for an eternal, monistic conception of existence. For Parmenides, one’s 

sensory experience, which regularly differentiates between distinct subjects of attention, 

necessarily amounts to nothing more than grand delusion if it is ever in conflict with pure 

reason. This monistic thing was similar to the Platonic Forms, in that they represented 

some sort of ultimate reality or objective truth, but Plato rejected the early conclusions 

that Parmenides drew; to Plato, one could easily and fruitfully use the tool of “what is 

not” in rational argumentation; one could conceive of a Pegasus or a unicorn by 

reasonably extrapolating from “what is,” while denying its actual existence. To 

Parmenides’ credit, the conception or thought of such an entity could qualify as a then-

undiscovered metaphysical Form, which would allow him to come to his monistic 
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conclusion by unifying material reality and metaphysics. However, one could also argue 

that sensory experience or common sense, though hierarchically lower than reason and 

thought, provide a crucial check on reason divorced from reality by appealing to reality 

itself; the proposition that the world is one monistic thing fails the basic check of whether 

or not the idea corresponds to reality precisely because we are able to categorize and 

classify different entities through sensory experience.vi  By checking an idea against its 

correspondence to reality, one is also checking the rationality of accepting that idea.  

Zeno, a disciple of Parmenides, attempted to justify this apparent inconsistency by 

pointing out several inconsistencies in “common sense,” a strategy he thought would 

undermine the basis for objecting to Parmenides’ monism by pointing out the absurdities 

that resulted from that line of inquiry as well. Zeno devised several paradoxes to this end, 

the most famous of which involved Achilles running around a racetrack, but failing to 

ever finish because he would have to run to the half-way mark before he could finish, 

followed by the three-quarters mark, the seven-eighths mark, and so on, ad infinitum, 

preventing Achilles from ever actually reaching the finish. Though one could disarm the 

paradox by noting the possibility that Achilles could cover several of these distances at 

once, or at least with one step, Zeno had basically invented a method of inquiry, used to 

great effect by Socrates, where one draws out the necessary conclusions of holding a 

belief to be true and either accepting or rejecting the truth of such a proposition by 

evaluating the acceptability of its conclusions.8  Though they may not be inescapable 

puzzles, Zeno’s paradoxes are intellectually useful because they expose interesting quirks 

                                                
vi Wittgenstein would later formulate his argument for the certitude of sensory experience by using the 
predicate, “There is no reason to doubt ….”  Parmenides might have responded that rationality (that which 
caused his doubt) is the ultimate arbiter of truth, while the senses are regularly deceived and untrustworthy. 
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in the way we formulate ideas, as in the cases of the divisibility of infinity or physical 

discreteness contrasted with continuity. Though Zeno may have only been concerned 

with defending the possible theoretical legitimacy of practically absurd conclusions 

(Parmenides’), he pointed out the possible theoretical absurdity in practically legitimate 

conclusions (those which, in appearance, correspond well with reality), occasioning the 

necessity of both a mechanism to rationally assess the likely conclusions of a proposition 

and rigorous examinations into the nature of the underlying assumptions of an inquiry to 

ensure success in formulating beliefs. 

Parmenides’ conclusion that all of reality was monistic, indivisible, and 

unchanging is so absurd and useless that it renders his theory unacceptable, indicating 

that Parmenides was genuinely constrained by the rules of reason in the formulation of 

his conclusions; Parmenides did not tamper with his line of inquiry, but accepted 

whatever premises he was able to determine without being confused by his sensory 

experience, and extrapolated conclusions from there.vii  Gottlieb claims that this aspect of 

Parmenides’ philosophy “began the form of thinking in which an extended argument 

about general principles is used to derive shocking conclusions about the world and 

man’s knowledge of it.”9  Expanding on the inquiry the Pythagoreans had developed to 

comprehend the physical universe, Parmenides’ mode of inquiry allowed for 

investigation into social and deeply philosophic matters that had less obviously 

observable and rigid laws. Though Parmenides almost exclusively dealt with 

                                                
vii It is important to note the self-admitted lack of utility in Parmenides’ conclusions because it genuinely 
indicates that Parmenides was constrained by a sense of logic (known as logos to the Greeks). Later 
philosophers would accuse each other of neglecting logical rigor in favor of reaching ostensibly preferable 
conclusions, causing some to go so far as to say that logic is not a binding force, and that philosophers’ 
subjective biases, preferences and values are the only real determinants of their conclusions. 
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epistemology and metaphysics, his new hybrid of argumentation and inquiry would 

forever influence the way later philosophers used reason to derive elaborate conclusions 

from simple, non-controversial observations and premises, even in the especially 

normative philosophical disciplines of ethics and political philosophy. 

Plato valued rationality and inquiry above all other human tools, as they alone 

conferred true understanding of the Forms, which Plato romanticized and argued for as 

the best end of life in his dialogues. By relying exclusively on reason to come to his 

conclusions about the Forms, Plato established himself as philosophy’s first rationalistviii; 

he found rational inquiry both necessary and sufficient to discovering objective and 

necessary truths. The Forms embody Plato’s attitude that truth is universal, though 

extremely difficult for most of society to comprehend because of the difficulty in 

separating the illusions of material existence from the more ultimate reality of the Forms. 

Though the Forms had some applicability on a material scale, Plato was more interested 

in the social and normative applicability of the Forms, inspired by Socrates’ inquiry into 

the ethical virtuesix, such as courage, justice, loyalty, and so on; through reasoned 

extrapolation, he identified abstract yet important Forms, such as the Form of Beauty, the 

Form of Justice, the Form of Virtue, the Form of the Good (which Plato called the highest 

form), and so on in order to comprehend the normative communal values believed to be 

necessary for the attainment of the good life. In defining the Forms as literally perfect 

archetypes and denigrating the human capacity to gain full knowledge of these Forms, by 

                                                
viii Though Plato did not discuss his theory of truth explicitly, he essentially established a philosophy that 
saw truth as eternally fixed, necessary, universally applicable, and incorruptible by the faults of human 
inquiry, amounting to the school of thought that was later termed “Rationalism.”  
ix Socrates often inquired into the nature of the Greek virtues, later enumerated by Aristotle, by arguing 
over proposed definitions and their ability to adequately describe the ultimate reality of a given virtue. In 
this way, Socrates’ virtues explicitly resemble, and lay the foundation for, Plato’s Forms. 
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claiming to know nearly nothing himself (albeit through the mouth of Socrates), Plato 

rendered inquiry into ultimate reality and objective truth an exclusively elitist venture, 

possible only for the very best and brightest and almost necessarily incompatible with the 

goals of egalitarian or democratic politics.  

Plato’s unbending, objective conception of truth was certainly an elitist one, but 

this attitude may have been a response to the already growing sympathy for relativism in 

Greek society. Though theories of truth had not been explicitly or formally advanced, and 

though relativism had not yet been introduced as a formal philosophical concept, Plato, 

not without justification, accused a group of thinkers called the Sophists of having 

flooding the market for truth by instructing any paying student in the ways of rhetoric: 

the skill used to compel an audience to accept statements as truth. The Sophists were a 

group of public intellectuals and “renaissance” men in ancient Greece who offered their 

worldly expertise by instructing students in the fields of rhetoric, debate, poetry, politics, 

religion, the arts, and so on. The Sophists, like the character of Socrates depicted in 

Aristophanes’ Cloudsx, were engaged in the practice of “making the weaker argument the 

stronger,” by teaching their students crafty rhetorical attacks and methods that would 

allow them to win a debate, irrespective of the justice or superiority of their argument. 

This is not to say that all of the Sophists themselves believed that truth was impossible or 

unknowable by man, as skeptics in ancient Greece and modern nihilists believed; rather, 

most Sophists simply believed that logic-driven extrapolations and abstractions, such as 

                                                
x Aristophanes’ Clouds was a play that depicted Socrates as a detached, slightly insane instructor of 
argumentation who corrupts the youth by teaching them to quarrel with their unfortunate parents, who 
receive the wrath and annoyance of such powerful argumentation. This was the public perception of the 
Sophists, likely attached to Socrates by association rather than any observed corruption, which may have 
contributed to the public ignorance and animosity exhibited in the trial and death of Socrates. 
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those propounded by Parmenides, Zeno, and eventually Socrates and Plato, were 

simultaneously inaccessible and dysfunctional, and thus unacceptable in the practical 

areas of philosophy.  

Because objective inquiry produced singular, inaccessibly overarching and useless 

conclusions when presented with conflictingly subjective experience, the Sophists 

attempted to legitimate subjectivity in their attempt to make philosophy applicable on a 

human scale. The Sophist Protagoras is well known for his maxim, “man is the measure 

of all things,” a pronouncement meant to indicate the Sophistic attitude that the 

individual, not truth or reason, is the final court of appeals for his or her own inquiry.10  

Instead of restricting the possibility of truth, this formulation provided for a multiplicity 

of truths; any individual could decide on an issue with only themselves to judge the 

propriety of such a decision. Plato abhorred this idea; while discussing the philosophies 

of both Parmenides and the Sophists, he claimed:  

things are not relative to individuals, and all things do not equally belong to all at 
the same moment and always, they must be supposed to have their own proper 
and permanent essence: they are not in relation to us, or influenced by us, 
fluctuating according to our fancy, but they are independent, and maintain to their 
own essence the relation prescribed by nature.11  
 

Because Plato’s project involved the construction of a cogent system organized by 

objective, external truth, Plato needed to discredit relativism as a legitimate challenge to 

his nascent Rationalism. Though Protagoras and his fellow Sophists were unaware of it, 

their attitude foreshadowed strong challenges to truth and inquiry two thousand years 

later, in the forms of relativism, nihilism and truthiness. 

The Sophists encouraged the public use of skillful and competitive rhetoric to 

achieve policy objectives instead of deliberation and objectivity for two interrelated 
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reasons: firstly, they acknowledged that others could and would employ the same 

stratagems to advance their own private goals and interests; secondly, many of the 

policies under debate had no clear answer demanded by reason or nature, but were the 

product of human convention. While the first reason was used mostly by the Sophists as 

an excusexi or lamentation over human nature, the latter rationale has some compelling 

logical force. For example, is there any implicit legitimacy or correspondence with nature 

in a law mandating that garbage be collected on Tuesday, or is it simply the product of 

communal agreement?  Convention could be legitimately influenced by any number of 

non-rational factors or preferences, since such a law is only a matter of convenience, 

rather than truth, by definition.12  However, when this attitude is applied to weighty, high-

stakes issues like morality or religion, the public willingness to allow arbitrary 

conclusions declines, as does the efficacy of a subjective form of inquiry. As illustrated 

by the public distaste for “making the weaker argument the stronger,” people do not like 

to think that there are no legitimate external codes of conduct binding the actions of 

others because society thrives on the ability to make legitimate rules, not only for 

temporary or private convenience. The reason there is so much fervor and vehemence in 

political, religious and ethical debates is because people argue for objective truths they 

regard as universally beneficent and essential by definition, though such truths are still 

conveniences (determined by inquiry) at root.  

This divide between the Sophists and popular attitudes towards truth was 

exacerbated by the Sophists’ examination of traditional morality, which they regarded as 

                                                
xi The idea that one could forcefully impose one’s own subjective values and interests on the grounds that 
others would do the same, given the opportunity, was later developed into a political philosophy by 
Machiavelli, and even later into a normative, ethical philosophy by Nietzsche. 
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conventional. Because traditional morality in Greek society appealed to the will of the 

Gods, which was imperceptible in its enforcement of justice, the Sophists revealed that 

traditional morality was conventional because there was no feedback from any court of 

appeal; the “bad” were not necessarily punished, nor the “good” rewarded.13  Indeed, if 

one were to check the results in order to formulate an opinion of good or bad, one would 

be unable to draw a conclusion regarding natural morality as ordained by the will of the 

gods because there was no evidence of any means reliably achieving a desired end; faith 

in traditional morality was found to be non-rational. As such, Sophists had no 

reservations about educating others to similarly expose the conventionality of most of the 

truths the Greeks lived by; these students became the successful politicians and statesmen 

who Plato found irreconcilable with his conception of an objective truth. 

Part of Plato's ingenuity as a philosopher was his decision to cast philosophy and 

politics as irreconcilably pursuing different ends, especially illustrated by the seemingly 

idealistic martyrdom of Socrates, sacrificed to the “unreasonable,” demagogue-ruled 

Athenian mob. The end of politics, according to Plato and reaffirmed by Aristotle, is the 

pursuit of happiness (however one subjectively defines it), while philosophy 

uncompromisingly pursues knowledge of the Forms as ultimate reality or objective truth 

(the highest form of happiness, restricted to those with the capacity for philosophy). This 

divergence in ends creates friction when philosophers smugly deny the rationality of 

political means for achieving happiness (again, exemplified by the trial and death of 

Socrates), since those attempts at happiness are determined by convention, rather than 

reason, and often do not even attempt to approximate the Forms. This noted discord 

between philosophy and politics allowed Plato to establish exclusive ethical legitimacy 
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for the field of philosophy, since only philosophy is concerned with understanding the 

Forms, the highest good possible according to Plato. In his dialogues, Plato examined 

several linguistic definitions for the Forms, categorized and evaluated their degree of 

goodness and correspondence, and established various hierarchies of preference in the 

pursuit of knowledge of the Forms; this attempt to connect the real (human 

understanding) to the ideal (the Forms) was a new application of rationality to 

philosophy, but one that would be impaired by the incompatibility between politics and 

philosophy. Plato acknowledged that politics had long attempted to instill the ideal in 

reality, but criticized it for never having sufficiently examined and understood the nature 

of an ideal to achieve its implementation.  

The most notable example of Plato’s discussion of the tension between 

philosophy and politics is his Republic, which fully sets out Plato’s philosophy on Justice 

by describing a perfectly just political community as an allegory for the just soul. The 

arrangement of the political order Plato described is fraught with significant impediments 

to practical implementation, but not because Plato was short-sighted; rather, the planned 

city is imperfect because it is only an allegory and not a prescription for an ideal political 

community, as is commonly perceived. The purpose of the allegory was to establish that 

the hierarchically correct ordering of the soul, as in the city, demands that reason govern 

one’s spirit, which would, in turn, govern one’s appetites and desires. Indeed, Plato 

argued through this allegory that only reason can adequately control and moderate the 

two other, lower impulses: spiritedness and appetite. Furthermore, Plato’s view of Justice 

requires that all authority derive from reason and the most perfect knowledge of the 

Forms, since proper knowledge is at least necessary, if not sufficient, to implement 
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proper action. However, if the allegory between city and soul is precise, reason’s 

governance is not passive and introspective; rather, the most just use of reason is to 

actively dictate how one’s spirit and desires ought to be satiated. Such a use of reason is 

consistent with Plato’s view towards Justice expressed in the Republic, which requires 

that each faculty is used to its fullest and most fitting extent: the most perfect adaptation 

of the means available to achieve the ends determined by reason.  

The Republic culminates in Plato’s famous allegory of the cave, further 

reinforcing the conflict between politics and philosophy; the Sophistic politicians are 

represented as slavers keeping themselves and the people in chains, watching the 

shadows of mere imitations as though they were real objects, blissfully ignorant of the 

dazzling reality waiting outside the dim cave, while the philosophers who attempt to free 

their fellow slaves meet with anti-intellectual resistance and skepticism of the possibility 

of anything beyond the confines of the cave. Even if they could be shown the truth, Plato 

argues that people do not want the truth; they prefer their own artificial constructions, no 

matter how poorly they approximate reality. Indeed, Plato’s perfect polity only survives 

on the strength of the noble (albeit ridiculous) lie that he suggests is necessary to instill 

community loyalty and placate dissatisfaction. Even in the best of circumstances, Plato 

argues, the highest political good requires the elites to propagate a denial of the truth to 

achieve implementation amongst the less enlightened citizens; indeed, it is apparent that 

Plato deliberately made the supposedly ideal political community infeasible because of 

the incompatibility between the ideal and the real, for which Plato was unwilling to 

compromise. Plato does not give advice on how to construct a perfect, achievable polity 

and attribute any failure to achieve perfection to poor instantiation; instead, the 



 30 

instrumentality of Plato’s philosophy comes from understanding that life never reaches 

the ideal, it approximates it, and that all one can do is rationally determine what separates 

the current instantiation from the ideal and work to best bridge that eternal gap (rationally 

adapting means to ends in the process). In a relatively homogenous culture like Ancient 

Greece, where conceptions of the ideal were also relatively homogenous, the application 

of rationality to most closely approximate the ideal was extremely useful as a guiding 

principle. 

Plato, perhaps following too closely in the footsteps of his teacher Socrates, was 

so concerned with metaphysical inquiry into the nature of the Forms that he neglected 

inquiry into how one would practically implement or at least foster the desirable aspects 

of the Forms in the population as a whole, apart from suggesting that correspondence to 

the Forms was the measure of truth or that philosophical knowledge of the virtues was 

required to achieve that virtue. If knowledge of the Forms and virtues was the end of 

Plato’s inquiries, but these inquiries were not meant to serve as a means to some public or 

large-scale end, such knowledge is only beneficent to those who acquired it, since true 

knowledge of the virtues is tantamount to the attainment of virtue. This fits in well with 

the Socratic notion that knowledge of the virtues is the highest good, in and of itself, 

because it implies that a person possessing such wisdom would necessarily act perfectly, 

in accordance with that knowledge; Socrates is reputed to have claimed, “No one acts 

against what he believes best – people act so only by reason of ignorance,” indicating the 

Socratic view that reason governs action.14  Indeed, if reason governs action and proper 
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knowledge necessitates proper action, knowledge of the virtues guarantees the ethical 

perfection of the soul, the end of all ends in classical Greek philosophy.xii   

The restrictively elitist view taken by Socrates and Plato contradicts the 

proposition that inquiry, rationally employed to the fullest degree (i.e. that it would be 

used to adapt available means to achieve the most desirable ends), would be best used to 

promote the entire world’s correspondence to the virtues, thereby promoting universal 

happiness (the end of politics) and widespread soul purification (the end of Greek 

philosophy). Plato, probably influenced by the trial of Socrates, pessimistically viewed 

politics as incapable of achieving either virtuous means or ends without understanding 

the underlying philosophy. Plato believed that most people were too caught up with the 

ephemeral sights and sounds of material existence to concern themselves with 

understanding the underlying reality that formatively determines the fleeting experiences 

of human life. As Plato exemplified in nearly all of his dialogues, common people are 

usually capable of recognizing a Jason or an Odysseus as courageous, but are unable to 

offer a definition for courage or even critically contemplate what such a universal 

definition would entail. Therefore, Socrates and Plato abstained from distilling their 

philosophy into a formula for implementation that would be invariably mishandled by 

politicians who did not understand their teachings; letting their philosophy fail to produce 

results in reality would deal their philosophy a striking blow in the market for ideas. 

Furthermore, it is far more likely that any truth dealing with ideas as lofty as the virtues is 

                                                
xii Before accepting his death sentence, Socrates argues for the immortality of the soul in Plato’s Phaedo. 
Socrates identifies the soul as the metaphysical representation of a human, free from the constraints of the 
fluctuations of material existence, and therefore best suited to gain knowledge of the eternal, perfect Forms. 
However, Socrates also argued that the practice of the virtues was necessary for the maintenance of the 
soul; one needs to both act and think in accordance with the Forms in order to achieve happiness, a feat 
necessarily reserved for the rich and elite who had the leisure to inquire into and practice such virtues. 
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far too complex to reduce to a catchy campaign slogan or even a small handbook; instead, 

the study of philosophy itself is the only possible method of communication Socrates or 

Plato could have possibly advised for implementing the virtues, since they believed that 

actual knowledge of the virtues was the only reliable way to ensure implementation. 

Indeed, Plato left practical lessons for those who would take the time to parse his work, 

comprehend his process, and understand the profound disjunctions between the ideal and 

the real, the rational and the irrational, and the philosophic and the politic. 

Plato's ability to cogently link human experience through the Forms, this eternally 

unifying force, gave him wide philosophical legitimacy because his assessments, more 

often than not, accurately and convincingly stated the facts of human interaction and 

existence, though with a qualitative spin. Plato’s philosophical guideline in any inquiry 

was to use the power of reason and observation to hazard an attempt at a more complete 

understanding of the Form, while ultimately rejecting most definitions for their lack of a 

precise correspondence to ultimate reality; for lack of resources in his inquiry (whether 

these resources are observations, linguistic capabilities, or even logical strategies), Plato 

almost always defers to the unquantifiable nature of the Forms, since they are perfect and 

humans are not. As a result, his philosophy is comprised mainly of incomplete attempts at 

approximating a definition for various Forms, with the brilliant exception of the Republic, 

which offers an example of a full Platonic examination into the Form of Justice. By 

formalizing the process of assessing the value of a proposition by checking its degree of 

correspondence with the Forms through metaphysical inquiry, reason, and dialogue, Plato 

made rationality the only legitimate tool for inquiry into aesthetics, political philosophy, 

metaphysics, and epistemology. The fact that Plato is still read today in almost every 
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introductory philosophy class is itself a testament to his clever designation of the Forms 

and his arrangement of their relation to reality.  

By using reason as the main tool of inquiry and appealing to ultimate reality, as 

objective, yet qualitative, external truth, Plato laid the framework for later philosophers 

and thinkers to make ostensibly objective qualitative assessments and normative 

recommendations that could be universally applicable by appealing to the concept of 

ultimate reality, however one chooses to define it. Plato’s ultimate reality was objective 

truth as illustrated by nature: universal, eternal, qualitative, and knowable, but only by the 

best, an attitude which suited philosophers nicely, since it elevated their intellectual status 

for a long time. However, such a conception of truth was proudly incompatible with 

politics in a realistic sense, foreboding the historical conflict between the search for truth 

and the attempts at its implementation.  

Plato’s famed student Aristotle, who never met Socrates, recognized the lack of 

functionality in purely theoretical inquiry. Aristotle criticized Socrates’ approach 

(applying to Plato as well) by saying:  

he thought all the virtues to be kinds of knowledge, so that to know justice and to 
be just came simultaneously…Therefore he inquired what virtue is, not how or 
from what it arises. This approach is correct with regard to theoretical knowledge, 
for there is no other part of astronomy or physics or geometry except knowing and 
contemplating the nature of things which are the subjects of those sciences…But 
the aim of the practical sciences is different….For we do not wish to know what 
bravery is but to be brave, nor what justice is but to be just, just as we wish to be 
in health rather than to know what health is…15 

 
Indeed, Aristotle sought to refocus philosophical inquiry on the most socially valuable 

ends, rather than the ends that may have been prescribed by pure reason. Unlike Socrates 

and Plato, Aristotle was more concerned with the real world than functionless 
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abstractions of pure logic, the likes of which Parmenides initiated. However, Aristotle 

held an outlook similar to Socrates and Plato on the possibilities of humanity at achieving 

the ideal; he too saw it as impossible.  

Aristotle’s philosophy was an ongoing mission to identify and describe the ways 

various aspects of nature work; Aristotle thought his philosophy’s concentration on 

nature could help establish the crucial connection between the real and the ideal, though 

by no means did he think his work totally conclusive. For Aristotle, nature was both 

positive and normative; in normative fields like politics and philosophy, Aristotle 

suggested hierarchies of preference based on the patterns observable in nature, while 

many of Aristotle’s other inquiries took the form of treatises expounding on some 

scientific aspect of nature, ranging from physics to astronomy to biology. The 

philosopher John Dewey wrote of Aristotle’s systematic integration of observation and 

logic, “Thus we get an idea, a nonscientific idea but none the less an idea, of a kind of 

things, an empirical classification or generalization, and that is experience…Thus 

experience comes to consist of standardized ways of action and a standardized body of 

beliefs, expectations, materials, and techniques.”16  Dewey points out that Aristotle’s 

strength lay in his standardization of experience, in such a way that it can be used to 

unify very broad sets of data such that it can be fruitfully used in discussion and inquiry. 

However, Aristotle may have believed that nature was the impetus for standardization; 

Aristotle believed that he simply observed nature and described the order it imposes, 

rather than any order he imposed on nature. Indeed, Aristotle deferred to facts, rather than 

forcing facts to defer to him. 
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At the time, the mission to rigorously inquire into the facts of nature was known 

as natural philosophy (it would later become known as science), a field of study not yet 

distinguished from general philosophy, which had been similarly concerned with 

“understanding the causes of things” since Thales of Miletus first attempted to set out an 

explanation for solar eclipses.17  Because Aristotle believed in an inherently desirable, 

naturally imposed order, he dared not interfere with facts out of his own desires, but did 

apply the facts in interesting ways to advance the ethical and political positions which 

were less clearly imposed by nature. Dewey notes, “Social, political and moral matters 

are the kind of material in which universality and necessity do not exist; and, as Aristotle 

was wont to say, it is the mark of an educated person not to expect more exactness in the 

ideas about a subject matter than the subject matter itself permits of.”18  By maintaining a 

high standard of objectivity in his assessment of factual realities while interpreting these 

facts through qualitative inquiry, Aristotle embodied his own “golden mean” between the 

scientific quest for objective natural knowledge and the classical philosophic quest for a 

legitimate method of normative evaluation; the connection between the two lay in the use 

of reasoned inquiry to understand nature.  

Like the archetypical scientist, always classifying and enumerating, Aristotle 

identified five intellectual virtues that correspond to different aspects of reason: sophia 

(theoretical wisdom), episteme (empirical, sensory knowledge), phronesis (practical 

wisdom), techne (knowledge of crafts and artifice), and nous (common sense or 

intuition).19  At least three out of five of these intellectual virtues explicitly deal with the 

way things in reality actually are (or at least how they appear to us through the senses). If 

one goes so far as to believe that common sense is formed by past experience, up to four 
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of these five virtues are concerned with a proposition’s correspondence to reality, 

demonstrating Aristotle’s affirmation of the correspondence theory of truth. However, 

Aristotle asserted that sophia is the hierarchically utmost faculty, necessarily prior to all 

other intellectual virtues because sophia is required to sensibly order the discrete, 

fluctuating objects of reality into cogent classifications and categories. Also to its credit, 

sophia is the exclusive intellectual virtue of theoria (the Greek term for purely theoretical 

reasoning), which enjoyed similarly hierarchical superiority. Aristotle granted that while 

sophia would be socially useless without phronesis to put such conclusions into real-

world practice, without sophia to sort out the mess created by the other intellectual 

virtues, none of the others could function at all. This attitude towards the intellectual 

virtues is illustrated by Aristotle’s view of the ethical virtues; for example, Aristotle 

believed that one could only achieve ethical virtue through actual practice (phronesis) of 

its various constituent virtues (like magnanimity, courage, and so on), though theoretical 

knowledge of the virtues (sophia) is a prerequisite to understanding how to determine the 

appropriate action for a given situation. Indeed, using each of the intellectual virtues to 

their fullest capacities comprises intellectual virtue. 

On its own, sophia has no data inputs or mechanisms for error-checking or 

external verification, rendering it functionally useless, unless one is particularly fond of 

the sort of conclusions Parmenides and Zeno drew with sophia as their only tool; wary of 

the dangers of useless extrapolations, Aristotle required the corroboration of the other 

intellectual virtues to believe the conclusions derived from pure logic; after all, if an 

inquiry results in a strong disjunction between the conclusions drawn by any of the 
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intellectual faculties, the inquiry is necessarily less functional. To illustrate the necessity 

of the other faculties, Aristotle once wrote, regarding the Forms: 

…in the first place to assert the existence of a Form not only of good but of 
anything else is an expression of logic and a mere abstraction (but this has been 
considered in various ways both in extraneous discourses and in those on 
philosophical lines); next, even granting that Forms and the Form of good exist in 
the fullest sense, surely this is of no practical value for the good life or for 
conduct.20 
 

In this way, Aristotle establishes an integrative, multi-faceted approach to checking a 

proposition’s correspondence with reality. Looking back, one can see the faults of inquiry 

previous to Aristotle’s formulation of the intellectual virtues: the pre-Socratics only used 

episteme to draw simplistic conclusions to explain world as they observed it; the 

Pythagoreans and Parmenides were only concerned with sophia, finding joy in the most 

pure and abstract conclusions; the Sophists relied on phronesis and nous, using whatever 

argument one wanted to achieve practical success; and even Socrates and Plato only 

employed the use of sophia and episteme to prove their assertions, attempting to escape 

the constraints of the lowly material world. Aristotle argued that such inquiries lacked the 

necessary practical value; an inquiry is useless if it is logically inconsistent, contradicts 

all prior experience, relies on incorrect technical premises, or is inapplicable to the real 

world. Indeed, Aristotle saw use in each mode of inquiry, but only when they were 

integrated to achieve maximum reliability and certainty. 

 Because Aristotle was concerned with minimizing the disjunction between 

inquiry and reality, one can conclude that Aristotle’s interpretation of ultimate reality was 

similar to Plato’s objective truth, but necessarily excluded the possibility that 

metaphysical entities exist distinctly from reality, primarily because metaphysical 
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abstractions are more difficult to accept or verify apart from the material objects that 

imply them. Aristotle did confirm his philosophical antecedents’ conviction that the 

eternal and unchanging were the highest objects of inquiry by hierarchically preferring 

the theoretical sciences (mathematics, astronomy, metaphysics, etc.) over the practical 

sciences (politics, ethics, etc.), however, he recognized the inherent inaccessibility and 

impracticality of inquiry into that which is highest and most eternal, and therefore most 

removed from humanity.21  Aristotle found that inquiry into the temporal, fluctuating 

world was capable of achieving more extensive and practical knowledge, though he was 

less certain of his conclusions in the normative fields of ethics and politics than his 

natural philosophy. As such, Aristotle could be considered both an empiricist (for his 

deferral to material facts in determining truth) and a rationalist (in his hierarchical 

exaltation of inquiries that require theoria alone). 

Because of the limits of his own experience and inquiry, Aristotle mainly used 

empirics in his discussion of normative subjects (because he engaged in politics, ethics, 

rhetoric and so on regularly), while he employed Rationalism in his assertions about 

natural philosophy (because the scientific method and the objectivity of empirical 

observation had not been established). Because the value of Aristotle’s inquiry was in 

finding eternal trends and relationships that could be applied at any point in time, 

Aristotle is still read for his empirical work on the normative subjects, while his 

rationalist propositions on natural philosophy have been disproved by advances in 

scientific inquiry. One example of an eternal trend in a volatile world is the theory of the 

cycle of regime change; Aristotle posited in his Politics that no regime has ever 

demonstrated the ability to maintain itself forever, and made the universal claim none 
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ever will, precisely because human experience would not fundamentally change such that 

humans could achieve perfection, which would reveal the true and necessary nature of the 

ideal.22  As such, Aristotle advised politicians to construct their regime with virtue as the 

end, rather than permanence, since the former goal is attainable through phronesis, even 

if only briefly, while the latter goal is sure to disappoint. Aristotle has not yet been 

disproved on this account. For Aristotle, truth was objective in the sense that there existed 

unchanging facts about the universe (more easily perceptible in positive, valueless 

inquiries than in normative, qualitative inquiries), perceptible with rigorous inquiry, 

which could be formulated into accessible, useful, and eternally and objectively true 

propositions (even if those unchanging truths amounted to the conclusion that there 

would always be flux), governed by the demands of the intellectual virtues.  

Aristotle inquired directly into the concept of existence in his Metaphysics, 

indirectly addressing the way humans perceive facts; in it, Aristotle famously guarded the 

truth against the possibility of factual contradiction, with the theoretically derived Law of 

Contradiction, initially formulated as, “the same attribute cannot at the same time belong 

and not belong to the same subject and in the same respect.”23  Aristotle recognized the 

flux within the objects of nature, but saw nature itself as perfect and permanent, 

demanding universal conformity to its laws; he differed from the tradition by arguing that 

because man’s understanding of nature derived from the objects that comprise nature, any 

perceived metaphysical qualities or natural laws are derived from the facts of material 

existence, rather than the existing independently, with the facts participating in the 

metaphysical entities themselves. As Gottlieb puts it:  
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When we say that something is large or red or beautiful, the beauty or redness or 
size may be said to ‘exist’ only insofar as there is some particular object which 
has these characteristics. The characteristics cannot just float around on their own. 
This view is in sharp contrast to Plato’s theory of the Forms, according to which 
the Form of Red and the Form of Beauty are more real than any particular red or 
beautiful thing.24   

 
Indeed, it is simultaneously ironic and masterful that Aristotle’s practical, reality-based 

intellectual virtues outweighed his theoretical sofia in what is probably the most purely 

abstract and theoretical of all the subjects he addressed. By grounding reality in assuredly 

non-contradictory, positive facts rather than the normative products of intellectual inquiry 

(which often led to strange or contradictory results), Aristotle set the foundation for later 

scientific inquiry, divorced from philosophy; he diminished the importance of the 

inquirer, increased the importance of a proposition’s correspondence to fact in 

comprising truth, and also allowed for different intellectual faculties to conflict in an 

error-checking capacity; intellectual consistency proved the truth of a proposition, in 

Aristotle’s eminently practical opinion.  

 In Aristotle’s normative philosophy, which he believed to be normative as well 

because it conformed to nature, he posited that happiness is the ultimate ethical end of 

humanity; while other goals may appear to be ends, they are in reality only means to 

achieve one’s happiness, according to Aristotle. After establishing an ultimate end, 

Aristotle, following in the footsteps of his teacher Plato, argued that the most just 

function of a thing was determined by its best and most fitting application. Indeed, 

Aristotle believed that humans were unique because they had a rational soul; since 

Aristotle asserted that mankind’s uniqueness is found in its intellectual virtues, one may 

infer that Aristotle’s ultimate ethical means would be the use of reason to govern inquiry 
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and reliably adapt every other potential means towards the end of individual and 

collective happiness.  

Interlude -- Rational Animals 

 Thinkers have long expounded theories about what distinguishes Homo sapiens 

from the rest of the animal kingdom. Aristotle proposed that the deciding difference is the 

advanced human capacity for language and communication between individuals, which 

in turn forms the basis for thought and reason, the truly uniquely human traits. The 

Judeo-Christian tradition, on the other hand, declares that humanity was (and maybe still 

is) the apotheosis of a benevolent deity’s creation, designed in His (or Her) image, and 

that divine decree sanctified human dominance over the rest of the world. Biologists 

assert that the difference is minimal; around one percent of human genetic material is 

different from that of a chimpanzee, even though this one percent may be crucial to the 

formation of true rational thought. Anthropologists point to the instrumental role of the 

opposable thumb in the development of tools for manipulating humanity’s environment. 

Philosophers, always concerned with marginal cases and counter-examples, usually 

distinguish between persons and the rest, often claiming that self-consciousness is the 

prime requisite in establishing personhood. Despite the variety of propounded theories 

lauding humanity’s attributes, most would agree that one of the most distinctive human 

qualities, if not the most distinctive, is the human capacity for rational thought. 

 While the behavior of animals had been historically attributed to instinct, there is 

clear evidence that animals are capable of some level of thought, even rationality. Apes 

have impressed researchers by correctly identifying patterns or mimicking behaviors that 

result in a reward; some are even able to communicate with rudimentary language. These 
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animals can be considered rational, to some degree, because they are able to best adapt 

available means to a desired end. However, it is unlikely that an ape truly understands 

how or why correctly remembering a pattern will result in a banana. All that matters to 

the ape is that some choice of means results in some end, and that replicating such means 

will produce the same response. The animal’s inability to apply knowledge to an entirely 

different, yet homologous, set of circumstances indicates the limits of animal rationality; 

an animal may be able to utilize functional, subjective truths (or extremely limited 

objective truths) to best determine the means appropriate for achieving a desired end, but 

it lacks key abilities necessary for comprehension, like deduction, induction, abduction 

(or the formulation of hypotheses), extrapolation and interpolation, tools which greatly 

augment the capability and applicability of rationality.  

The entire body of human knowledge, the chief product of human rationality, 

demonstrates the immense advantage humans have in understanding the operation of 

universal, intricate physical mechanisms of the world such as gravity, friction, and 

radiation, and even abstract philosophic principles such as causation or perception. 

Humans uniquely infer and extrapolate from the data they receive through their senses, 

and interact with their environment to understand the abstract, underlying principles 

which bear much more universal significance than remembering which specific 

behavioral pattern results in a treat. These observed patterns form our rudimentary 

beliefs, which we call knowledge, once proven worthy by a test that checks a belief’s 

universality. The magnitude of humanity’s success in forming knowledge by 

comprehending the laws by which the world operates, and its success in using such 
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knowledge to achieve its desired ends with a high degree of efficiency, are evidence of 

humanity’s superior rationality.  

It is no surprise that Aristotle and other philosophers thought rationality 

developed out of humanity’s unique communicative and linguistic skills; humanity’s 

search for comprehension is unique precisely because of our abilities to communicate. 

After all, most of our thoughts and ideas are expressed in language. In contrast, the 

unarticulated activities of our minds roughly compose our senses: both our sensory 

experiences and the non-rational, subconscious “hard-wiring” xiii that establishes our 

systems of preferences and our seemingly instinctive attitudes. We perceive this raw data 

before adding the filter of language; by formulating the data in the form of a proposition, 

we can perform analysis and inquiry on the facts of the world around us with our 

rationality. Because language acts as a placeholder for ideas and attitudes, we can make 

sophisticated examinations of our own thoughts, as well as communicate these thoughts 

and ideas to others, who can check their validity and also work to develop them. By 

virtue of this communication, humans are able to effectively divide tasks and specialize 

in our inquiries; those with particularly powerful quantitative skills may study 

mathematics or the sciences, while those with more powerful linguistic skills may study 

language or rhetoric, while still others could devote their time to engineering, philosophy, 

history, and so on. Because ideas are communicable, non-rival goodsxiv, humanity has 

                                                
xiii By “hard-wiring,” I refer to the imperceptible predilections and instinctual attitudes that may play a 
hidden role in forming our conscious thoughts. Revealingly, these attitudes are often referred to as though 
they were additional senses: like one’s sense of conscience, sense of justice, sense of humor, etc. Like 
sensory perception, which delivers data directly to one’s consciousness, this hard-wiring directly influences 
one’s thoughts by establishing preferences and facts about oneself before rationality can apply. I will 
discuss this hard-wiring in the context of Kant and his idea of synthetic a priori judgments. 
xiv In economics, a non-rival good is a good that can be consumed without diminishing its supply, like air. 
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been able to specialize in inquiry to produce a vast amount of comprehension about the 

various ways in which the world works. 

Because rational inquiry requires factual data and one’s desired ends as inputs, 

and because adhering to reason best produces knowledge to guide how one best achieves 

those ends, humans have a nearly insatiable desire for the knowledge that can inform 

inquiry. The human obsession with observing patterns, positing theories, and testing 

hypotheses allows humans to come closer and closer to formulating an objective truth, or 

at least reduces the subjectivity of the truth being established. The reward for this 

obsession is better efficiency in rationality; adapting means to ends is guaranteed to be 

more successful if one understands the underlying principles that dictate how such an end 

can be achieved under any circumstances. Knowledge of the laws which govern the 

world has enabled man to better achieve happiness, insofar as happiness can be 

understood by mankind. By understanding agriculture and husbandry, humans are able to 

secure food; by understanding physics, humans are able to engineer machines capable of 

reducing the amount of toil necessary to achieve a given task; and by understanding 

chemistry and biology, humans are able to develop medicine to protect against disease. 

Throughout the ages, better comprehension of truth has brought with it a better means for 

living in it happily. However, increased knowledge does not guarantee that humans will 

use such knowledge responsibly. With greater knowledge of disease came the advent of 

biological warfare; with greater understanding of the atom came the atom bomb. Because 

humans differ in their available means and their consciously desired ends, the rational use 

of knowledge differs, even though the quest for knowledge and truth is nearly universal, 

necessitating both rational inquiry and the field which studies it: philosophy. 
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