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Down to Earth with Socrates 
 
‘Socrates was the first to call philosophy down from the heavens and set her in 
the cities of men, and bring her also into their homes and made her asking 
questions about life and morality, and about good and evil things.’ (Cicero, 
Tusculan Disputations, V.10) 
 
‘It is the greatest human good to discuss virtue every day and those other things 
about which you hear me conversing and testing myself and others; since the 
unexamined life is not worth living […].’ (Apology 38a) 
 
1. No systematic ethical position yet: Socrates raises questions, and hints at 
answers. 

2. Introduces the idea that philosophy is a way of life: a body of thought 
from which to live one’s life.1 Philosophical enquiry relates to, and has 
consequences for, the way we live. 

3. The philo-sopher is a lover of wisdom: she loves wisdom (sophia) because 
she does not (yet) have it (see Symposium c. 203) — Yet wisdom has a central 
ethical position as a draw or pull. 

4. Do those who make moral judgements know about morality? Socrates 
initiates cooperative enquiries (dialogues) that aim at the truth. The enquiries 
often end in aporia: negatively, this is a sort of puzzlement or frustrating 
bewilderment (see the stingray passage in Meno 79e–80d; the gadfly in Apology 
30e); positively, it is an invitation to rethink and refine moral thinking that leads 
to more adequate moral concepts and a better understanding. 

5. Socrates claims not to have that moral knowledge himself (see, e.g., the 
midwife passage in Theaetetus 149a ff. or the Gorgias passage 509a). But he 
suggests he knows how to find significant answers. 

6. ‘Virtue dialogues’: e.g., what is courage (Laches), self-control (Charmides), 
piety (Euthyphro), friendship (Lysis), justice (Crito). Commonly thought to be 
Plato’s early work. 

7. We should aim not at a list of descriptions or particular examples, but a 
definition (see beginning of Meno). Definitions include an explanatory demand: 
what all F-things share; by what special feature (eidos) the F-things are F; what 
makes them F; that because of which F-things are F (e.g., Meno 72c–d, 
Euthyphro 6d).2 

8. The key notion: virtue (aretē). Virtue is beneficial for the good of the 
moral agent (and for the political community, the common good). The good of 
the agent is eudaimonia—not external values (see §14). So, we can say that what 
promotes eudaimonia is also good—good ‘for’ flourishing. This is virtue. 

9. There is a tight connection between virtue and knowledge (epistēmē), 
wisdom (sophia), and ‘sound-mindedness’ (phronēsis): virtue is knowing the 
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good. That is, knowing (how) to become excellent or perfect in one’s nature; 
(how) to end up in a good condition, and so (how) to live one’s life well. 

10. Virtue is necessay and sufficient for eudaimonia. It is necessary: without 
virtue there is no flourishing (see the Gorgias passage at 507). It is impossible to 
be happy but not virtuous. (In the Gorgias, Socrates takes issue with the idea 
that tyrants can be happy, and that it is worse [more shameful] to be wronged 
than to do wrong.) 

11. So, the central task is to develop and maintain our understanding of 
truths about value: extend knowing the good. This is the same as striving to be 
more virtuous. The pursuit of happiness = the pursuit of wisdom (i.e. 
philosophy). 

12. So, we can say that virtue is wisdom. Becoming virtuous is to 
(increasingly) master the art or craft (technē) of living. The virtuous life is hence 
the life well lived—the life worth living. The ‘eudaimon’ life is a life where the 
agent cultivates virtue and knowledge. 

13. First Socratic Paradox. (A paradox is a claim that either goes against 
some common view or is incoherent.) Knowledge of what is good for me is 
sufficient for action. Problem: weakness of the will (akrasia) becomes 
impossible: if S knows what is good, and action A contributes to goodness, then 
S cannot not do A (see the Protagoras passage). 

14. Second Socratic Paradox. External goods such as wealth, health, beauty, 
or position, are irrelevant. What matters are internal goods: the virtues—an 
agent’s character traits, his motives. 

15. Third Socratic Paradox. Virtue is sufficient for eudaimonia. (Plato and 
Aristotle reject this; the Stoics and Epicureans accept it.) The thought: only 
what we control contributes to our happiness. The good life is self-sufficient, 
i.e. autarkōs. (The Cynics will work this out.) And since external goods are 
subject to chance, we cannot control them. A life lived well aims to eliminate 
moral luck. Through wise choices abut what is desirable (and achievable) we 
promote the good life (see the measuring art in the Protagoras passage at 357). 

16. A virtuous agent flourishes in virtue of being virtuous: she acts in a way 
that rationally aligns desires and opportunities—aligns reason, will, and 
pleasures. (Her actions are well-informed.) This suggests a dynamic, rather than 
a static view of virtue.3 

17. Pleasure has a role to play in the flourishing life, even though it is not 
itself the good. But the overall balance of pleausure over pain matters: the good 
life has overall more pleasure than pain (see the Protagoras passage). 

18. The reciprocity of the virtues: each virtue requires all the others. A thief 
can be brave, but not just; so there are no virtuous thieves. 

19. The identity of the virtues: the allegedly different virtues are the same, 
viz. knowledge of good and evil. (There is scholarly debate about this.) 
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