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1. Socratic Ethics Revisited 
 
In Crito (49) Socrates provides a list of moral imperatives, such as (a) one must 
never willingly commit an injustice; (b) in no circumstances must one do wrong; 
(c) when wronged, one must not return injustice; (d) one ought not to inflict 
injury on (or harm) anyone; (e) to injure people is doing them an injustice; and (f) 
it is never right to defend oneself against injury by retaliation (see Handout 10). 

This is consistent with Socrates’s refusal to suggest a penalty for himself (Apology 
37b): since he believes he has not wronged anyone, he does not deserve any 
punishment, and thus he would wrong himself, and thus, by suggesting a penalty, 
he would do an injustice to himself. 

In the Apology, Socrates repeatedly says that the highest good is the ‘perfection 
of the soul’ (29e), and the ‘mental and moral well-being’ (36c). It is this sort of 
psychic hygiene (ὑγίειά ψυχῆς, hygieia psychês; see Republic 444d), which consti-
tutes the just person, and is central for the the well-lived life, or the life worth 
living (cf. Crito 48b: τό εὖ ζῆν, to eu zên). This is also consistent with the dictum 
Know yourself! (γνῶθι σαυτόν; gnôthi sauton, cf. Protagoras 343b): living well 
requires knowing one’s goals, wants, limits, and the extent of one’s ignorance—
hence the good life is the examined life.1 

Put together, this suggests a general moral imperative: do harm neither yourself 
nor anyone else (harming others is harming yourself); aim to increase mental well-
being by treating yourself and others justly. This is not new: when asked how one 
can live best and most justly, Thales (c. 630 – c. 550 BCE) says ‘if we do not do 
ourselves what we disapprove of in others’.2 Moreover, it comes close to the 
Golden Rule: treat others as you would like to be treated yourself. Or: love your 
neighbour as you love yourself (cf. Matthew 22:39). 

Incidentally, Spinoza (1632–1677) identifies precisely this message as the Bible’s 
core: “For we see from Scripture itself, and without any difficulty or ambiguity, 
that the essence of the Law is to love God above all things and one’s neighbour as 
oneself” (Theological-Political Treatise, 12.10, p. 165). This is echoed in the Ethics: 
“He who lives according to the guidance of reason strives, as far as he can, to repay 
the other’s hate, anger, and disdain toward him, with love, or nobility” (E4P46); 
and “By nobility I understand the desire by which each one strives, solely from the 
dictate of reason, to aid other men and join them to him in friendship” (E3P59S); 
and “The good which everyone who seeks virtue wants for himself, he also desires 
for others; and this desire is greater as his knowledge of God [or Nature] is greater” 
(E4P37).3  

                                                
1  Part of one’s self-examination is probably the ‘recollection’ of Forms (see Phaedo 72e ff.). 
2  πῶς ἂν ἄριστα καὶ δικαιότατα βιώσαιμεν, ἐὰν ἃ τοῖς ἄλλοις ἐπιτιμῶμεν, αὐτοὶ μὴ δρῶμεν:  

(translit. pôs an arista kai diakaiontat biôsaimen, ean ha tois allois epitimômen, autoi mê 
drômen); from Diogenes Laertius, Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, I 36. 

3  See also Schol. 2 for P37; cp. E473S: “everyone who is led by reason desires for others also the 
good he wants for himself”, see also E4Appendix15. For further details, see Nadler, S. (2013). 
Baruch Spinoza, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (esp. §3.1), E. N. Zalta (ed.), URL 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/spinoza/>. 
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2. Extracts from Descartes 
 
Descartes (1596–1650) obviously knew Phaedo 65b–67d. (Henri Estienne’s edition 
was published in 1578). Here is evidence. 

[1] “In the First Meditation reasons are provided which give us possible grounds 
for doubt about all things, especially material things, so long as we have no found-
ation for the sciences other than those which we have had up till now. Although 
the usefulness of such extensive doubts is not apparent at first, its greatest benefit 
lies in freeing us from all our preconceived opinions, and providing the easiest 
route by which the mind may be led away from the senses. The eventual result of 
this doubt is to make it impossible for us to have any further doubts about what we 
subsequently discover to be true.” (Meditations, Synopsis, ¶1)4 

[2] “In metaphysics […] there is nothing which causes so much effort as making 
our perception of the primary notions clearly and distinct. […] they conflict with 
many preconceived opinions derived from the senses which we have got into the 
habit of holding from our earliest years, and only those who really concentrate and 
meditate and withdraw their minds from corporeal things, so far as possible, will 
achieve perfect knowledge of them.” (Second Replies, AT VII 157)5 

[3] “Nature also teaches me, by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and so 
on, that I am not merely present in my body as a sailor is present in a ship, but that 
I am very closely joined, and, as it were, intermingled with it [coniunctum et quasi 
permixtum], so that I and the body form a unit. […] For these sensations of hunger, 
thirst, pain and so on are nothing but confused modes of thinking which arise from 
the union […] of the mind with the body.” (Sixth Meditation, ¶13)6 

[4] “My sole concern here is with what God has bestowed on me as a combin-
ation of mind and body. My nature, then, in this limited sense, does indeed teach 
me to avoid what induces a feeling of pain and to seek what induces feelings of 
pleasure, and so on. But it does not appear to teach us to draw conclusions from 
these sensory perceptions about things located outside us without waiting until the 
intellect has examined the matter. For knowledge of the truth about such things 
seems to belong to the mind alone, not to the combination of mind and body. 
Hence, although a star has no greater effect on my eye than the flame of a small 
light, that does not mean that there is any real or or positive inclination in me to 
believe that the star is no bigger than the flame; I have simply made this judgement 
from childhood onwards without any rational basis.” (Sixth Mediation, ¶15)7 

                                                
4  Cottingham, J. Stoothoff, R. & Murdoch, D. (1984). The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Vol. 

II (p. 9). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
5  Op. cit., p. 111. 
6  Op. cit., p. 56. 
7  Op. cit., p. 57. 


