
EDU 6120: Foundations  

Session 2: Paideia and Panhellism—The Greek Experience 

 
I. Paideia: The broad community of learners  

 

A. Concept of the ―public square‖ and ―meaning‖ through community participation 

(assembly, museums, libraries, churches, markets, etc.) in 5
th
 century BC 

Greece—the search for intellectual truth above superstition, and democracy 

above autocracy (Hannah Arendt observation). Historian Donald Sharpes terms 

this era ―the single greatest influence on modern Western culture.‖ Characterized 

by two enduring quests: 

1. What is the nature of humanity? 

2. What is the nature of the universe? 

B. Education—more than a discipline; a theme involving 

1. Relevant ideas and content, profound speculative considerations 

(information>knowledge>wisdom) 

2. Transcends any single subject; links the arts, humanities, and sciences 

3. Draws into focus moral considerations—virtue, truth, happiness, 

opinion, values, ethics 

C. Development of attitude, character, and citizenship: core ideas of the classical 

period, ―Everyone is equal before the law.‖ –Pericles  

D. The nature of learning (in community) 

--how individuals learn, the nature of achievement and motivation 

 

II. The purpose of Paideia: to make people good or virtuous, create the “wise 

person” 

 

A. Character and moral development is through education, not indoctrination 

B. The collective good is to be valued above individualism 

C. Education is necessary to transmit traditions and customs 

 

III. Greek methodology 

 

A. Emphasis on memorization 

B. Greek oral traditions 

C. Teacher as ―enlightened person‖ 

D. Apprenticeships vs. formal schooling, male domination 

 

IV. Socrates (468-399 BC) and the quest for truth 

 

A. Sophists preoccupied with style more than substance, Socrates was an 

absolutist—seeking virtue apart from the gods 

B. Getting to the heart of things: the Socratic Method, or questioning techniques, 

and search for truth 

1. monotheistic, service through virtuous living, immortality of the soul 

2. Athenian opposition for his ―corrupting the youth‖ led to his death 

sentence, no written work 

 

IV. Plato (429-347 BC) the idealist 

 



A. A student of Socrates, self-exile after his death, returns to Athens and 

founded the Academy; the first thinker to construct a comprehensive 

philosophical system through Logic (abstract reasoning). The physical world 

is a transitory illusion masking immutable Ideals—the ultimate reality that 

exists independently in an unknown world.  

B. ―The Story of the Cave‖ from Plato‘s Republic—the traditions and routine of 

society create a shadowy layer of opinion and myth that obscure Truth. If 

reality or pure nature is only what is visible to them, then Truth to those in 

the Cave ―would literally be nothing but the shadows of the images.‖ 

Cultural beliefs are ever influencing—obscuring, true understanding. Only 

through a true philosophy of truth-seeking can one see the cave is a cave, and 

become autonomous and free from prejudice.  

C. The logicians‘ methods may be deduction, or reaching a conclusion from a 

set of generalized propositions; or induction, the ―discovery approach‖ of 

reaching a conclusion from particular instances to a generalization. 

D. Plato‘s answer to human fulfillment: personal excellence (idea of role model) 

through identification with absolute moral standards or virtuous mean: 

courage, wisdom, moderation, and justice (cp: cowardice/rashness, 

deprecation/vanity, insensibility/intemperance). Thinkers like British 

historian Edward Hamilton see education‘s chief purpose being to foster 

civility for public discourse. 

E. The Republic—political notions of ―tracking:‖ gold (rulers), silver (warriors), 

bronze (workers) 

 

 

 V. Aristotle (384-322 BC) the Realist 
 

A. A student of Plato and the Academy; opened his equivalent in the Athenian 

Lyceum. A prolific author of works on logic, physics, weather, religion, 

biology, botany, rhetoric, and politics. 

B. Added to Plato‘s emphasis on the teaching of logic to understand Ideals 

(Aristotle‘s ―First Principles‖), he also believed that in the physical realm, 

theory must follow facts based on direct observation. His principles of 

observation, classification, verification was the forerunner of the Scientific 

Method.  He advocated the accurate investigation of the physical world—

interested in the whole course of knowledge, the ―encyclopedia,‖ by learning 

through ―sense realism.‖ (No true empirical research until the Scientific 

Revolution in the 16
th
 century with Galileo, et. al.) 

C. His most famous pupil was Alexander the Great 
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Session 2 Readings Session 2 Readings: Plato and Aristotle 

 

Plato’s Cave: “On Breaking the Chains of Ignorance” 

Plato (427-327 B.C.) 

And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or unenlightened: 

Behold! Human beings living in an underground den, which has a mouth open towards the light 

and reaching all along the den. Here they have been from their children, and have their legs and 

necks chained so they cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented from turning 

round their heads. Above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and 

the prisoners there is a raised way. You will see, if you look, a low wall built along the way, like 

a screen which marionette players have in front of them, over which they show the puppets. 

I see. 



And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statures and 

figures of animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? 

Some of them are talking, others silent. 

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

Like ourselves, I replied; and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another, 

which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave? 

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

their heads? 

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

Yes, he said. 

And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that they were 

naming what was actually before them? And suppose further that the prison had an echo which 

came from the other side, would they not be sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that 

the voice which they heard came from the passing shadow? 

No question, he replied. 

To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows and the images. And now 

look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and disabused of their 

error. At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly to stand up and turn his 

neck round and walk and look towards the light, he will suffer sharp pains. The glare will distress 

him, and he will be unable to see the realities of which in his former state he had seen the 

shadows; and then conceive someone saying to him, that what he saw before was an illusion. But 

now, when is approaching nearer to being and his eye is turned towards more real existence, he 

has a clearer vision. What will be his reply? And you may further imagine that his instructor is 

pointing to the objects as they pass and requiring him to name them, will he not be perplexed? 

Will he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than the objects which are 

now shown to him? 

Far truer. 

And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have pain in his eyes which will 

make him turn away to seek refuge in the objects of vision which he can see, and which he will 

conceive to be in reality clearer than the things which are now being shown to him? 

True, he said. 

And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a steep and rugged ascent, and held fast 

until he is forced into the presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to be pained and irritated? 

When he approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything at 

all of what are now called realities. 

Not all in a moment, he said. 

He will require togrow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. And first he will see the 

shadows best, next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and then the objects 

themselves. Then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and stars and the spangled heaven; and 

the will see the sky and the stars by night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day? 

Certainly. 

Last of all he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections of him in the water, but he will 

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



He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the season and the years, and is the 

guardian of all that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the cause of all things which he 

and his fellows have been accustomed to behold? 

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

And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the den and his fellow-prisoners, 

do you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity them? 

Certainly he would. 

And if they were in the habit of conferring honors among themselves on those who were quickest 

to observe the passing shadows and to remark which of them went before, and which followed 

after, and which were together; and who were therefore best able to draw conclusions as to the 

future, do you think that he would care for such honors and glories, or envy the possessors of 

them? Would he not say with Homer, ―Better to be the poor servant of a poor master and to 

endure anything, rather than think as they do and live after their manner.‖ 

Yes, he said, I think that he would rather suffer anything than entertain these false notions and 

live in this miserable manner. 

Imagine once more, I said, such an one coming suddenly out of the sun to be replaced in his old 

situation. Would he not be certain to have his eyes full of darkness? 

To be sure, he said. 

And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring the shadows with the prisoners 

who had never moved out of the den, while his sight was still weak, and before his eyes had 

become steady (and the time which he needed to acquire this new habit of sight might be 

considerable), would he not be ridiculous? Men would say of him that up he went and came down 

without his eyes; and that it was better not even to think of ascending; and if anyone tried to loose 

another and lead him up to the light, let them only catch the offender, and they would put him to 

death. 

No question, he said. 

This entire allegory, I said, you may now append, dear Glaucon, to the previous argument. The 

prison-house is the world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend 

me if you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into the intellectual world 

according to my poor belief which, at your desire, I have 

expressed—whether rightly or wrongly God only knows. But whether true or false, my opinion is 

that in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, and is seen only with effort; 

and when seen is also inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful and right, parent of 

light and the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason and truth in the 

intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he would act rationally either in public or 

private life must have his eye fixed. 

I agree, he said, as far as I am able to understand you. 

Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that those who attain to this beatific vision are unwilling 

to descend to human affairs; for their souls are ever hastening into the upper world where they 

desire to dwell; which desire of theirs is very natural, if our allegory is to be trusted. 

Yes, very natural. 

And is there anything surprising in one who passes from divine contemplations to the evil state of 

man, misbehaving himself in a ridiculous manner; if, while his eyes are blinking and before he 

has become accustomed to the surrounding darkness, he is compelled to fight in courts of law, or 



in other places, about the images or ‗the shadows of images of justice and is endeavoring to meet 

the conceptions of those who have never yet seen absolute justice? 

Anything but surprising, he replied. 

Anyone who has common sense will remember that the bewilderments of the eyes are of two 

kinds, and arise from two causes, either from coming out of the light or from going into the light, 

which is true of the mind‘s eye, quite as much as of the bodily eye; and he who remembers this 

when he sees anyone whose vision is perplexed and weak, will not be too ready to laugh. He will 

first ask whether that soul of man has come out of the brighter life, and is unable to see because 

of being unaccustomed to the dark, or having turned from darkness to the day is dazzled by 

excess of light. And he will count the one happy in this condition and state of being, and he will 

pity the other; or, if he have a mind to laugh at the soul which comes from below into the light, 

there will be more reason in this than in the laugh which greets him who returns from above out 

of the light into the den. 

That, he said, is a very just distinction. 

But then, if I am right, certain professors of education must be wrong when they say that they can 

put knowledge that was not there before into a soul, like sight into blind eyes. 

They undoubtedly say this, he replied. 

Whereas our argument shows that the power and capacity of learning exists in the soul already; 

and that just as the eye was unable to turn from darkness to light without the whole body, so too 

the instrument of knowledge can only by the movement of the whole soul be turned from the 

world of becoming into that of being, and learn by degrees to endure the sight of being, and of 

brightest and best of being, or in other words, of the good. 

 

Nichomachean Ethics, Book I 

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) 

I. Every art and every investigation, and likewise every practical pursuit or undertaking, seems to 

aim at some good: hence it has been well said that the Good is That at which all things aim. . . 

But as there are numerous pursuits and arts and sciences, it follows that their ends are 

correspondingly numerous: for instance, the end of the science of medicine is health, that of the 

art of shipbuilding a vessel, that of strategy victory, that of domestic economy wealth. Now in 

cases where several such pursuits are subordinate to some single faculty . . . the ends of the 

master arts are things more to be desired than all those of the arts subordinate to them; since the 

latter ends are only pursued for the sake of the former ... 

II. If therefore among the ends at which our actions aim there be one which we wish for its own 

sake, while we wish the others only for the sake of this . . . it is clear that this one ultimate End 

must be the Good, and indeed the Supreme Good. Will not then a knowledge of this Supreme 

Good be also of great practical importance for the conduct of life? Will it not better enable us to 

attain what is fitting, like archers having a target to aim at? If this be so, we ought to make an 

attempt to determine at all events in outline what exactly this Supreme Good is, and of which of 

the theoretical or practical sciences it is the object. 

Now it would be agreed that it must be the object of the most authoritative of the sciences—some 

science which is pre-eminently a master-craft. But such is manifestly the science of Politics; for it 

is this that ordains which of the sciences are to exist in states, and what branches of knowledge 

the different classes of the citizens are to learn, and up to what point; and we observe that even 

the most highly esteemed of the faculties, such as strategy, domestic economy, oratory, are 



subordinate to the political science. Inasmuch then as the rest of the sciences are employed by this 

one, and as it moreover lays down laws as to what people shall do and what things they shall 

refrain from doing, the end of this science must include the ends of all the others. Therefore, the 

Good of man must be the end of the science of Politics. For even though it be the case that the 

Good is the same for the individual and for the state, nevertheless, the good of the state is 

manifestly a greater and more perfect good, both to attain and to preserve. To secure the good of 

one person only is better than nothing; but to secure the good of a nation or a state is a nobler and 

more divine achievement. 

This then being its aim, our investigation is in a sense the study of Politics. . 

III. Now our treatment of this science will be adequate, if it achieves that amount of precision 

which belongs to its subject matter. The same exactness must not be expected in all departments 

of philosophy alike, any more than in all the products of the arts and crafts. The subjects studied 

by political science are Moral Nobility and Justice; but these conceptions involve much 

difference of opinion and uncertainty, so that they are sometimes believed to be mere conventions 

and to have no real existence in the nature of things. And a similar uncertainty surrounds the 

conception of the Good, because it frequently occurs that good things have harmful 

consequences: people have before now been ruined by wealth, and in other cases courage has cost 

men their lives. We must therefore be content if, in dealing with subjects and starting from 

premises thus uncertain, we succeed in presenting a broad outline of the truth: when our subjects 

and our premises are merely generalities, it is enough if we arrive at generally valid conclusions. 

Accordingly we may ask the student also to accept the various views we put forward in the same 

spirit; for it is the mark of an educated mind to expect that amount of exactness in each kind 

which the nature of the particular subject admits. It is equally unreasonable to accept merely 

probable conclusions from a mathematician and to demand strict demonstration from an orator. 

Again, each man judges correctly those matters with which he is acquainted; it is of these that he 

is a competent critic. To criticize a particular subject, therefore, a man must have been trained in 

that subject: to be a good critic generally, he must have had an all-round education. Hence the 

young are not fit to be students of Political Science. For they have no experience of life and 

conduct, and it is these that supply the premises and subject matter of this branch of philosophy. 

And moreover they are led by their feelings; so that they will study the subject to no purpose or 

advantage, since the end of this science is not knowledge but action. And it makes no difference 

whether they are young in years or immature in character: the defect is not a question of time, it is 

because their life and its various aims are guided by feeling; for to such persons their knowledge 

is of no use, any more than it is to persons of defective self-restraint. But Moral Science may be 

of great value to those who guide their desires and actions by principle. 

Let so much suffice by way of introduction as to the student of the subject, the spirit in which our 

conclusions are to be received, and the object that we set before us. 

IV. To resume, inasmuch as all studies and undertakings are directed to the attainment of some 

good, let us discuss what it is that we pronounce to be the aim of Politics, that is, what is the 

highest of all the goods that action can achieve. As far as the name goes, we may almost say that 

the great majority of mankind are agreed about this; for both the multitude and persons of 

refinement speak of it as Happiness, and conceive ‗the good life‘ or ‗doing well‘ to be the same 

thing as ‗being happy.‘ But what constitutes happiness is a matter of dispute; and the popular 

account of it is not the same as that given by the philosophers. Ordinary people identify it with 

some obvious and visible good, such as pleasure or wealth or honor—some say one thing and 

some another, indeed very often the same man says different things at different times: when he 

falls sick he thinks health is happiness, when he is poor, wealth. At other times, feeling conscious 

of their own ignorance, men admire those who propound something grand and above their heads; 



and it has been held by some thinkers that beside the many good things we have mentioned, there 

exists another Good, that is good in itself, and stands to all those goods as the cause of their being 

good. 

Now perhaps it would be a somewhat fruitless task to review all the different opinions that are 

held. It will suffice to examine those that are most widely prevalent, or that seem to have some 

argument in their favor. 

.. And we must not overlook the distinction between arguments that start from first principles and 

those that lead to first principles. It was a good practice of Plato to raise this question, and to 

enquire whether the right procedure was to start from or to lead up to the, first principles, as in a 

race-course one may run from the judges to the far end of the track or reversely. Now no doubt it 

is proper to start from the known. But ‗the known‘ has two meanings—‘what is known to us,‘ 

which is one thing, and ‗what is knowable in itself,‘ which is another. Perhaps then for us at all 

events it is proper to start• from what is known to us. This is why in order to be a competent 

student of the Right and Just, and in short of the topics of Politics in general, the pupil is bound to 

have been well trained in his habits. For the starting-point or first principle is the fact that a thing 

is SO; if this be satisfactorily ascertained, there will be no need also to know the reason why it is 

so. And the man of good moral training knows first principles already, or can easily acquire them. 

As for the person who neither knows nor can learn, let him hear the words of Hesiod: 

Best is the man who can himself advise; 

. . He too is good who hearkens to the wise; 

But who, himself being witless, will not heed 

Another‘s wisdom, is worthless indeed. 

V. But let us continue from the point where we digressed. To judge from men‘s lives, the more or 

less reasoned conceptions of the Good or Happiness that seem to prevail among them are the 

following. On the one hand the generality of men and the most vulgar identify the Good with 

pleasure, and accordingly are content with the Life of Enjoyment—for there are three specially 

prominent Lives, the one just mentioned, the Life of Politics, and thirdly, the Life of 

Contemplation. The generality of mankind then show themselves to be utterly slavish, by 

preferring what is only a life for cattle; but they get a hearing for their view as reasonable because 

many persons of high position share the feeling of Sardanapallus. 

Men of refinement, on the other hand, and men of action think that the Good is honor—for this 

may be said to be the end of the Life of Politics. But honor after all seems too superficial to be the 

Good for which we are seeking; since it appears to depend‘ on those who confer it more than on 

him upon whom it is conferred, whereas we instinctively feel that the Good must be something 

proper to its possessor and not easy to be taken away from him. Moreover men‘s motive in 

pursuing honor seems to be to assure themselves of their own merit; at least they seek to be 

honored by men of judgment and by people who know them, that is, they desire to be honored on 

the ground of virtue. It is clear therefore that in the opinion at all events of men of action, virtue is 

a greater good than honor; and one might perhaps accordingly suppose that virtue rather than 

honor is the end of the Political Life. But even virtue proves on examination to be too incomplete 

to be the End; since it appears possible to possess it while you are asleep, or without putting it 

into practice throughout the whole of your life; and also for the virtuous man to suffer the greatest 

misery and misfortune—though no one would pronounce a man living a life of misery to be 

happy, unless for the sake of maintaining a paradox. . . . 

 

 



 


