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  Praise for Dead White Guys


  “Dead White Guys is both one father’s letter to his daughter and one part intellectual guide to our times. Candid, personal, and wide-ranging, it is unpretentious and wise, and would make a perfect gift for many a young person.”


  —Gish Jen,

  author of World and Town


  “This heartfelt book is intimate yet universal. A brilliant exploration of the Great Books of the Western World and the wisdom to be found within.”


  —Dinty W. Moore,

  author of Between Panic and Desire


  “This is an extraordinary book. Though Mr. Burriesci wrote it to his daughter, Violet, every one of us needs to sit down and read this exploration of what it means to read a meaningful book; every one of us needs to sit down and ponder its message that the great old books matter, today, here, now.”


  —Bret Lott,

  author of Letters and Life


  “In case you’re not sure who those great guys are, here is a great way to begin your study. So they won’t have died in vain.”


  —Alan Cheuse,

  author, professor, book critic for NPR’s All Things Considered


  “As parents, we all feel the need to convey to our children the wisdom that we have accumulated in life, however modest it may be. Matt Burriesci takes this universal impulse further—bringing to life for his beloved daughter Violet the great books of the Western canon. In the process, he shares the challenges of his own life, and how literature served him in the most difficult of times. This is more than a memoir: it is a rich testimony to the power and value of literature in the individual life.”


  —Jon Parrish Peede,

  National Endowment for the Arts, 2007-2011


  “Aside from being a touching, funny, and tender memoir, Matt Burriesci’s Dead White Guys is sure to generate substantial discussion (and perhaps a little controversy) inside the national literary community, especially with the tens of thousands of motivated book buyers inside the MFA community. Matt spent years helping build the largest literary conference in the United States, building the national literary infrastructure, and forging relationships with hundreds of writing programs, literary conferences, and publishers across the country. Literary leaders recognize Matt as a leading advocate for the importance of humanities in our society, and this book shows us why. An essential book for the 21st century.”


  —Christian Teresi,

  Association of Writers and Writing Programs


  “How fortunate is Matt Burriesci’s daughter to have her father’s reflections on the great works in Western thought and it’s the lucky reader who is privy to them. Burriesci might have waited until Violet was older before writing these essays, but they may not have been lit as they are with the miracle of birth and the enlarging tenderness of being a new parent. Burriesci’s human context gives these seminal ideas new clarity and fresh urgency.”


  —Stephen Young,

  The Poetry Foundation


  “Dead White Guys manages to be intensely personal and universal at once. This book about the importance of literature and philosophy is an education in itself. Lucky Violet, lucky us.”


  —Hilma Wolitzer,

  author of An Available Man


  “In Matt Burriesci’s deeply moving book, a blithely disguised time-capsule letter to his daughter Violet—not to be opened until the year 2028—he does what Hemingway invoked all writers to do. He writes true sentences. One true sentence at a time. These sentences are beautifully wrought but they also have a purpose, which is to provide her with a bookshelf full of life lessons that he has gathered from his humorously labeled ‘Dead White Guys,’ a passel of great thinkers from Plato to Montaigne, Shakespeare to Marx. ‘You will desperately need their counsel,’ he writes, but not as academic calisthenics. His real gift to her and to his readers is the much-needed reminder that there is a difference between the acquisition of knowledge and the love of wisdom. His advice to her for a well-lived life is to be skeptical of authority and to ask questions. ‘Life will test you,’ he writes, ‘it will try to strip your soul, but I know you will prevail.’ No doubt, you too, dear reader, will benefit and prevail as you read this propulsive journey through the pages of his gleaned wisdom.”


  —Phil Cousineau,

  author of The Art of Pilgrimage
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  PREFACE


  April 8, 2015

  To be read September 1, 2028
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  Dear Violet,


  When you were born I promised you a book. I didn’t have much money, my job was uncertain, and the world was crazy, but I thought I could at least write you a book.


  I’d like to say I was simply born with a talent to write, but it’s not true. I came to writing because I was small, like you. When I was a boy, writing was an activity that didn’t care how tall you were, or how strong, or how fast. I got some attention for it early on. People encouraged me. I pursued it. But I’m not in the same solar system as the writers included in this book.


  So wherever this book is deficient, the fault is entirely mine, and where my inadequacy does injustice to these authors, I am sorry, both to you, and to them. Each of the works in this book demands more time and attention, and smart people disagree over what they mean. I encourage you to read them yourself. If you’re looking for advice, I’ll give you the best piece of advice anyone ever gave me, which came from your great-grandmother when she was 90 years old. Upon learning that I’d landed my first job, she said, “Keep your zipper zipped, your mouth shut, and if you go out in the rain, you’ll get wet.” I thought she’d lost her marbles. Now I think she was the wisest person I ever knew.


  I wanted you to have this book for many reasons. Obviously, The Great Books of the Western World mean a great deal to me personally, and I wanted to share them with you. More important, I know you will not encounter them much in your education, which will be focused on teaching you—well, pretty much the opposite of everything you will find in The Great Books of the Western World.


  Many of these books will be kept from you, or you will be scared away from them. People will tell you these books are too difficult, or they are worthless, or obsolete, or even that they are degenerate—that they are racist, sexist, or morally offensive. I called it Dead White Guys for a reason. As someone who worked in the humanities for decades, I know The Great Books of the Western World were the object of considerable criticism and even contempt. Even inside its own narrow confines, the 54-volume set, first produced by Encyclopedia Britannica in 1952 under the leadership of Robert Maynard Hutchins and Mortimer Adler, does have some rather mystifying absences (Cicero, Ovid, Voltaire, and others). And of course there is also the rather glaring lack of women, as well as the absence of any writers of color. Future editions of the set did try, rather cloyingly and unsuccessfully, to address these deficiencies. There’s room for criticism.


  I’m sure this is not what Adler and Hutchins intended, but eventually, the “established canon” so exemplified in The Great Books of the Western World became viewed as “just a bunch of dead white guys.” To read them was to perpetuate systemic oppression orchestrated by white European males. So the term “dead white guys” became something I heard again and again, first as an English student, and later as the leader of a national association representing the humanities in higher education. By then it had truly become a term of derision—a term that separated the world into two opposing camps: those who were “for” diversity and inclusion, and those who were “against” it.


  There exists, however, another reason for the criticism and contempt. The Great Books of the Western World are not interested in promoting our illusions, and they do not care about authority. They are neither gentle nor polite. They teach you how to see through illusions, and they demand that you question both yourself and your masters. Some people are afraid of that, and with good reason. And I should warn you, Violet: these books will challenge your illusions, too. At times you will be uncomfortable with what you find here. But I am reminded of Flannery O’Connor’s remark: “The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it.”


  As for the identity politics of who is and who isn’t included here—well, these are not the only books available to read, nor should they be. Yes, this set has faults. That doesn’t mean you should skip Plato. Yes, you should challenge these authors, and even disagree with them. But that is the very essence of their tradition. As for diversity, the authors that are included come from different millennia, from different national, religious, political, economic, scientific, and cultural assumptions. They spoke different languages, they lived in different states, some in political entities we would not recognize as nations or states. And they certainly don’t share the same point of view.


  The one thing these writers do share is that they seem to be primarily concerned with our lives as human beings, and not merely as units of states, religions, economies, or political parties. They may consider those systems, and how best to organize them, but they are trying to make things better—and usually at the great expense of the prevailing ruling class of their respective ages, which is why many of them were ostracized and punished—even tortured or put to death. They possessed the ability to step outside the illusions of their eras, and to examine the human condition with courage, honesty, compassion, and logic.


  These writers can teach you how to think, not what to think.


  This is what I set out to give you.


  By the time you read this, I believe The Great Books of the Western World will be more important than at any point in human history. You will desperately need their counsel, but your education will have been geared toward utility and function. You will learn to build wings. You will learn to adapt, to use technology, to become its master. You will learn to be a 21st-century worker. That is fine, even necessary. After all, you will be a 21st-century worker. You will also be an American. You may identify yourself as a Democrat, Republican, or an Independent. You’ll probably be Christian and capitalist. At college, you will be a major, and then one day you will define yourself by your career.


  But before you were any of those things, you were a human being with a soul. And I believe that we have souls, Violet; I believe that there is something inside us that is not merely the shadow of chemical and biological reactions. Plato believed this as well, but a lot of smart people disagree, including Aristotle. Aristotle believed the soul was merely an effect produced by the body. Before you arrived in my life, I was firmly in Aristotle’s camp, but now I am convinced that Plato was correct. You arrived in this world without any knowledge, without fully functioning lungs, without any ability to care for yourself—and yet from the first moments of your fragile existence, you were animated by something beyond data and chemistry.


  You had spirit, Violet. Man, did you have spirit.


  You were fortunate to be born a citizen of one of history’s greatest empires—one that had mastered the material world. But in our rise to global dominance, our empire (as all empires before it) forgot about the immaterial world, even ridiculed it as silly, or as lacking utility or value—and we have now begun to suffer the consequences of that neglect. Those consequences were on vivid display in 2010, the year you arrived in this world: financial ruin, disastrous wars, a broken and corrupt political system—they are all connected. And they are not unique to the modern era.


  Perhaps things will have changed by the time you read this, but today in America, value has increasingly come to mean “monetary value.” In 2010, Georgetown University’s Center on Education set out to determine the “value” of various college degrees by measuring lifetime earnings of graduates. Not surprisingly, median annual earnings for English and humanities majors were much lower than median earnings for engineering and science majors.


  “I don’t want to slight Shakespeare,” said one of the authors of the study. “But this study slights Shakespeare.”


  This is how you will be taught to measure value, Violet. Because America has always been an economic and technological culture, we demand empirical metrics from everything. As capitalists, we insist that everything intrinsically possesses some sort of return on investment. If I spend $X studying Shakespeare, then I should reap $X+1 from my labor, or else the enterprise has somehow been deficient.


  I have some experience with Mr. Shakespeare. In my first job out of college, I worked for the Chicago Shakespeare Theater. I managed databases for them, and I orchestrated direct mail campaigns. Although widely used in other industries, these were relatively new tools for the theater world, and they demanded some minor administrative changes in the way the theater conducted its affairs.


  But when the theater produced Hamlet, nobody changed the lines.


  Why didn’t we? A primitive man like Shakespeare could not speak to our technological age, with our higher standard of living, our computers and our Internet, our brain scans, our airplanes, and our thermonuclear devices. We could do better than Shakespeare now.


  Maybe I could improve upon Shakespeare, possessing an education that was far superior to Shakespeare’s own. Shakespeare didn’t know what I did. He didn’t know about atoms, evolution, or gravity. He certainly didn’t know how disease was transmitted. The man seldom bathed himself, and he likely tossed his excrement out the window into the street. He didn’t know how to build a database, or even why one would ever need such a thing. He’d never traveled around the world. He barely understood there were other continents across the ocean. He clearly had problems with the geography and history of his own country. His writing is filled with monsters, faeries, and ghosts. What a silly, dirty, ignorant man he was!


  And what was the point of yet another production of Hamlet? The play had been produced millions of times. Surely everyone had seen it already. The audience knew everything that was going to happen. Wouldn’t they be bored? There was nothing new in Hamlet. Hamlet wasn’t even new when Shakespeare wrote it. He ripped off the plot and characters from another guy’s play, and that guy probably stole the plot from somebody else. The basic plot structure goes all the way back to Ancient Greece, to Aeschylus, who invented the plot structure in the Oresteia. Guy’s dad is killed. Guy agonizes over what to do. Guy avenges his dad’s murder. Guy goes bonkers.


  And hadn’t we, as a technologically advanced civilization, answered Prince Hamlet’s questions by now? Can we ask the questions of Hamlet of our search engines, the way we find directions or get a stock quote?


  
    How are we to behave in an immoral world?


    How do we know the truth?


    What is reality?


    What is justice?


    What happens to us when we die?


    Do we have control over our own lives, or are we destined to do the things we do?


    Why do bad things happen?


    Does God exist?


    If God exists, does God care what happens to me?


    What do I owe the state?


    What do I owe my family?


    What do I owe myself?


    When should I use force?


    When should I break the law?


    Why do I want what I cannot have?


    Why do the wicked seem to prosper, while the good seem to suffer?


    Why do I feel so alone?


    What is courage?


    Why am I here?


    Why is anyone here?


    Am I just a machine, or do I have a soul?

  


  By the time you read this, you will be 18, and despite your superior education and your access to near-miraculous technology, you will probably still be asking the same questions I did when I was your age, which are the same questions Shakespeare asked 400 years ago, and the same ones Aeschylus posed 2,500 years before you were born. Maybe you think you have some answers. I hope you do. But as you get older you will find these questions more and more difficult. When I was your age, I thought I had answers. I knew right from wrong. I was in control of my own destiny. I knew the truth when I saw it. I knew the wicked would never prosper, and that the good would always prevail. I was certain there was no god, and even more certain that I was on this earth to become rich and famous.


  Now that I’m older, all my answers seem absurd. I’ve seen the wicked prosper and the good punished. And what I once thought was evil now sometimes seems good. It’s hard to tell right from wrong anymore. I’m highly skeptical of anything purporting to be the truth, yet I do believe in God, even though I can’t understand that God, and God’s existence defies logical proof. And I don’t think I’m here for fame and fortune.


  I think one of the reasons I’m here is so I could know you. That’s been one of the greatest gifts of my life. Just knowing you. Seeing you grow up. Watching you learn to do things, witnessing your stubbornness. Admiring it. You were always so tough, so hilarious, and so radiant, Violet. You changed my life, and all I have to give you in return are words, words, words.


  Today you’re all grown up, and I hope this letter finds you on an adventure of your choosing, someplace far away from your mom and me. But once, a long time ago, back in fall 2012, we walked together to the park in Alexandria, Virginia. I always loved walking with you when you were little. You would hold my hand for a bit, and when you got tired, you’d ride on my shoulders. You were just beginning to speak in full sentences then, and that day you suddenly became aware that there were other daddies and other children at the park. You knew we were like them somehow—we weren’t exactly them, but we were all similar in some ways. We took a break, and we sat on a park bench, you with a juice box in your hand. You saw another father putting his daughter in a swing, and you pointed to him and said, “He’s a daddy, and you’re a daddy.”


  I was impressed by your realization, by your ability to categorize things in the world. I marveled at how purely Aristotelian your thinking was. You were creating that space in your brain that identified the shared characteristics of daddies. Daddies took you to the park. Daddies put you on their shoulders. Daddies helped you get in the swing.


  I said, “That’s right, Violet. He’s a daddy, and I’m a daddy. But what are you?”


  You thought about this for a minute, your little eyes searching for an answer. Processing. Processing. Then you smiled and pointed to yourself.


  “I’m a Violet!” you said.


  You are more than a machine, Violet. There are things in life that can’t fit inside little boxes. There is a value that can’t be measured in dollars.


  There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.


  Love,

  Dad
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    Desiring therefore to present myself to your Magnificence with some testimony of my devotion toward you, I have not found among my possessions anything that I hold more dear than, or value so much as, the knowledge of the actions of great men, acquired by long experience in contemporary affairs, and a continual study of antiquity; which, having reflected upon it with great and prolonged diligence, I now send, digested into a little volume, to your Magnificence.


    And although I may consider this work unworthy of your countenance, nevertheless I trust much to your benignity that it may be acceptable, seeing that it is not possible for me to make a better gift than to offer you the opportunity of understanding in the shortest time all that I have learnt in so many years, and with so many troubles and dangers; which work I have not embellished with swelling or magnificent words, nor stuffed with rounded periods, nor with any extrinsic allurements or adornments whatever, with which so many are accustomed to load and embellish their works; for I have wished either that no honor should be given it, or else that the truth of the matter and the weightiness of the theme shall make it acceptable ….


    Take then, your Magnificence, this little gift in the spirit in which I send it; wherein, if it be diligently read and considered by you, you will learn my extreme desire that you should attain that greatness which fortune and your other attributes promise.

  


  —Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince


  CHAPTER 1


  WHAT DO I KNOW?


  PLATO


  Apology
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  Your mom thought something was wrong. She said she couldn’t “feel” you.


  I could feel you just fine. I put my hand on your mom’s stomach and you kicked. Three days ago we saw you on the ultrasound sucking your thumb. We listened to your heartbeat. The doctor told us you had the hiccups.


  Your mom always thought something was wrong. We’d been to the doctor a dozen times now, and every time they said you were fine. Here we go, I thought, rolling my eyes. Another false alarm.


  I told her to lie down and wait 15 minutes. You’re paranoid, I said. I joked with the guys at work about my “crazy pregnant wife.” You weren’t due for another two months. It said so right on my calendar: MAY 19th, 9:00 AM VIOLET, right next to my accounting meeting.


  But your mom insisted.


  Didn’t she know how busy I was? I didn’t have time for pregnancy scares every week. I had important work to do! I was a CEO. The head honcho. I had the corner office and the private bathroom. In just three days, I was leaving for the most important meeting of my life. My assistant reserved me a fancy hotel suite in Denver. When I arrived in Denver, a limousine driver would meet me at baggage claim, holding a sign with my name on it. When I checked into the hotel, the general manager of the hotel would greet me at the door. “Welcome to Denver, Mr. Burriesci,” he’d say, extending his hand. He’d even pronounce my name correctly. I imagine that someone took great care to spell my name phonetically for him. Then he’d hand me a special pin to wear on my lapel. The pin would be shaped like a pineapple. The pineapple pin conveyed a message to the rest of the hotel staff for the duration of my stay: do whatever this man asks you to do. A chilled six-pack of my favorite beer would await me in the Presidential Suite, along with a handwritten note from the national sales manager.


  “I’m serious,” she said. “I really think something’s wrong.”


  So I sighed, I left an important meeting about my important meeting, and we drove to the doctor for more tests. The doctor assured us, again, that there was no cause for concern.


  “Don’t be such a demanding, overachieving mom,” the doctor said, playfully swatting your mom’s arm with the clipboard.


  “See?” I told your mom, patting her hand. “Everything’s fine.”


  Six days later, your mom almost bled to death while I delivered my important speech on the other side of the country. The doctors cut your mom open and pulled you out. She was in labor for only 20 minutes before you were born, all three pounds, 13 ounces of you.


  “It’s possible we might’ve missed something,” the doctor conceded.


  The first time I saw you, the flight attendant was telling me to turn off my phone. Your grandpa emailed me a picture. There you were, on your back, unconscious, with your little hands outstretched, and semiclenched. You were in pain, lying in a clear plastic box. A giant tube covered your entire face, and there were wires everywhere. A feeding tube in your belly button. Some kind of glowing monitor snapped onto your foot. It looked like evil scientists were trying to give you superpowers, except your lungs weren’t working and you might die. We could not hold you. We could not feed you. Upstairs from the NICU, your mom was recovering from major surgery.


  “You have to think of it like a car crash,” the doctors told me while you both slept. “It’s like they’ve both been in car crashes.”


  Your digestive system wasn’t up to speed, so they gave you an IV. You were jaundiced, so they put you under the heat lamp. Your lungs hadn’t fully developed, so they inserted a breathing tube. It was possible your brain had been starved of oxygen, a condition called hypoxia. They’d know better tomorrow. When tomorrow came, they’d know better tomorrow. I needed to sign more forms.


  There were other infants in the ward with you, other parents sitting by their sides. We would nod at each other, but we never spoke. We didn’t talk to the other parents in the NICU, and they did not talk to us. Some babies left that ward. Others did not.


  You spent the first month of your life in an incubator. Within a few days you were lying in that thing with your arms outstretched as though you were sunbathing. This, to me, has always summed up your natural spirit, Violet. You always bore adversity well. You were cheerful and tough from the start.


  I do not handle adversity well. I sure wasn’t cheerful. I’d stopped sleeping normally months ago. I usually slept less than four hours a night. The night before you were born, I didn’t sleep at all, even in my fancy suite in Denver. It had nothing to do with you. I couldn’t sleep because I was filled with anxiety and dread about my “important” job.


  I was about to lose that job, and I knew it.


  I didn’t know what I would do if I lost my job. 2010 was the height of the Great Recession, and jobs were scarce. I also had a geography problem. I received offers, but all of them were in Washington, DC, a 90-minute commute each way. But we couldn’t move, because we couldn’t sell our house. At the peak of the housing crash, our home lost half its value. We owed the bank more than the house was worth. Even if we could find a buyer, we couldn’t afford to sell, and we couldn’t even rent it out for the cost of the mortgage payment. Like many people at that time, we were stuck.


  It would be months before your mom recovered, and you weighed less than four pounds. We needed to feed you every hour. Your mom couldn’t possibly go back to teaching, at least not for another year. She couldn’t even walk upstairs. We had some savings, but only enough to last us a few months. How would I provide for us? What would we do?


  I fixated on the worst-case scenario. I was certain I would remain unemployed, burn through our savings, and lose the house. Even before you were born, I was unhinged from lack of sleep and anxiety, and the stress manifested physically. I lost 20 pounds in three months. The skin on my hands and feet broke out in deep and painful sores. I had to cover them with huge gauze bandages and medical tape. I looked like the invisible man.


  As you and your mom recovered in the hospital, and all this fear churned in my gut, I went home at nights to prepare the nursery. One night, I removed several tall bookshelves from the room. I started packing up a 54-volume set of The Great Books of the Western World. They’d served as décor in my various abodes since I purchased them at a flea market for $50. I liked having those books around. I even read some of them in college. But mostly I kept them around to make myself feel smart.


  I took a break from cleaning, and I opened the first book, which I believed to be a glorified table of contents. The editors had assembled a reading list, 10 Years of Reading. The first book on the list was Plato’s Apology.


  
    [image: Image]

  


  In Greek, apologia doesn’t mean “apology” like we understand it. It means “defense speech.” In the context of ancient Athenian trials, the accused would make an apologia, the way a defendant might speak in his own defense today.


  Plato’s Apology is the defense speech of the philosopher Socrates, who was put on trial in Athens in 399 BCE, on charges that he was an atheist, and that he’d corrupted the youth of Athens. Socrates was convicted of these charges and sentenced to death. He accepted his sentence and drank poison. Cheerfully.


  Socrates was an actual historical figure, but he himself never wrote anything down (or if he did, it’s lost to us). After he was executed, his student Plato used Socrates as a kind of lead character. Our historical notion of Socrates—as the doomed yet noble philosopher who annoys everyone—comes to us almost entirely from Plato’s version of him. It may be that Plato was trying to honor Socrates, and record his teachings faithfully and to the best of his ability. It may be that Plato simply used Socrates as a character, to advance Plato’s own ideas. It could be a bit of both. It doesn’t really matter. The Socratic Dialogues are so engrained in our Western way of thinking that it’s difficult to imagine the world that preceded them.


  As original a creature as you may be, Violet, what you think, and the way you think about it, was shaped by Plato. In some sense, we are all Platonists. The same is true of all the authors in this book. Many respond to Plato directly, even thousands of years after his death. As Macedonia is rising, Aristotle responds first, and in quite a contrary manner, disagreeing with Plato almost comprehensively. Centuries later, under the Roman Empire, Augustine will embrace Christianity with help from Plato. In the renaissance, Machiavelli will argue that Plato’s ideas don’t stand up to real-world scrutiny. After the industrial revolution, Karl Marx will claim that Plato’s notions have simply been used as a tool of oppression.


  So Plato isn’t just another dude on a list, Violet. The list exists because of Plato. And the hero of Plato’s dialogues is Socrates. Socrates loved wisdom. He did not seek riches, power, glory, or honor, though he seemed to acquire enough of those things to get by. He spent his entire life pursuing wisdom, and at the end of that life, he freely admitted that he possessed no wisdom whatsoever.


  In response to the charges leveled against him, Socrates explains that he is not an atheist, and he has not corrupted the youth. These are trumped-up charges. He claims that the most pernicious charge leveled against him is unspoken: that certain Athenians want to punish him, because they claim that Socrates believes himself to be a wise man.


  Socrates explains to the court how he obtained this reputation as a wise man. A long time ago, he and a friend visited the Oracle at Delphi. The friend decided to ask the Oracle if anyone in the world was wiser than Socrates.


  
    My friend asked the oracle to tell him whether anyone was wiser than I was, and the Pythian prophetess answered, that there was no man wiser.

  


  Socrates didn’t know what the Oracle could possibly mean by this.


  
    I said to myself, what can the god mean? And what is the interpretation of this riddle? For I know that I have no wisdom, small or great. What then can he mean when he says that I am the wisest of men? And yet he is a god, and cannot lie; that would be against his nature.

  


  Socrates decides to test the Oracle. He visits all the people that he believes must be wiser: the politicians, the poets, and the craftsmen.


  First Socrates visits a politician renowned for his wisdom. This particular politician had great power and responsibility. Surely, Socrates could quickly dispatch the Oracle by proving that this ruler was wiser. But Socrates is surprised after speaking with the ruler.


  
    When I began to talk with him, I could not help thinking that he was not really wise, although he was thought wise by many, and still wiser by himself.

  


  Even though the politician knows how to pass legislation, wage war, and navigate various factions, he doesn’t possess any actual wisdom. He just knows how to do some stuff. But he thinks that this knowledge makes him wise. Socrates must admit that, though he himself is not wiser than the politician, at least he knows that he doesn’t know.


  
    I suppose I am better off than he is, for he knows nothing, and thinks that he knows. I neither know nor think I know. In this latter particular, then, I seem to have slightly the advantage on him.

  


  Then Socrates decides to visit the great poets. Surely they have to be wise! They produce beautiful art that inspires people. They can recite the great poems of antiquity. But again, Socrates is disappointed.


  
    There is hardly a man here who would not have talked better about their poetry than the poets did themselves.

  


  Socrates concludes that the poets act from divine inspiration. Just because they possess talent doesn’t mean they possess any wisdom. But like the politician, they, too, thought that they were wise.


  All right, Socrates said: I’ll go talk to the craftsmen. They have to be wiser than I am. They produce useful and necessary things for society. But again, he finds that all the tradesmen think that they’re wise because they can manage money, build a boat, or make a horseshoe. Socrates leaves them the same way he left the others, thinking, Well, they aren’t wise, either, but they still think that they are.


  So now Socrates has pissed off everyone: the politicians, the poets, and the tradesmen, because he’s told them all that their knowledge amounts to doodley squat. This, says Socrates, is why he’s really on trial, and not this business about atheism or corrupting the youth, which is nonsense. And then he explains what the Oracle actually meant.


  
    But the truth is, O men of Athens, that God only is wise; and by his answer he intends to show that the wisdom of men is worth little or nothing; he is not speaking of Socrates, he is only using my name by way of illustration, as if he said, “He, O Men, is the wisest, who, like Socrates, knows that his wisdom is in truth worth nothing.”

  


  
    [image: Image]

  


  I thought my job was so important. I thought I was so important. Suddenly you were here, and I didn’t know if you would ever leave the hospital. I didn’t know how to take care of you, or even if I could take care of you. I didn’t even know who I was, or what I wanted, or what was important in life. But it certainly wasn’t my job, my ambition, or the value of my home. I wasn’t an executive. I was just some guy at the hospital asking a bunch of questions nobody could answer. I had no idea what was going to happen, and I couldn’t control a thing. Neither could the doctors. Nobody knew a damned thing—not in the hospital, not at work, and not in life.


  You concentrated on the necessary things in life: You breathed. You ate. You slept. And while you may have been frail, helpless, and ignorant, you were also pure, honest, and innocent. For the moment, you were free from the cynicism and desperation I had begun to embrace as a responsible adult. Yes, I would clothe you, feed you, and care for you. None of that was as important as my true obligation to you, which was pretty simple: just don’t ruin you. Don’t pollute your spirit with my faults, my bad habits, and my bad ideas about the real world.


  For the first time, I finally began to examine my own ambition, my own ego, and the whole system I was caught up in, largely because you knew none of it. You didn’t come with a resume and a credit score, Violet. You weren’t a Democrat or a Republican. You weren’t a capitalist, or a Christian, or even an American. You were a little girl just trying to survive in nature.


  Your way was the real truth. We’re all just trying to survive in nature. All these economic and political mechanisms we’re obsessed with, and which drive our decisions, and fill us with fear, anxiety, and rage—they don’t really exist. We invented all of them to help us survive. There is no such thing as “America,” no such thing as the dollar, no such thing as Goldman Sachs, or a credit default swap, a mortgage, or a “median income.” In the long run, all these contrivances vanish, only to be replaced by other fictions.


  Not so long ago, the Roman Empire occupied more than a million square miles. Rome controlled a vast and global trade network previously administered by the Carthaginians, the Athenians, and the Minoans—all vanished empires themselves. Rome commanded unparalleled military, economic, and cultural power. The Roman imperial structure endured for 1,500 years (in one form or another), succeeding 500 years of the Roman Republic, and several centuries of Roman monarchy. For many centuries, the primacy of Rome was simply a fact of life; it was the way things were. Rome was permanent and indestructible. Everybody knew that.


  Remember what you knew when you were born, and listen to Socrates: only the gods know.


  The rest of us may act important and wise. We may dress up in fancy suits, stick pineapple pins on our lapels, make a bunch of money, run our little political schemes, wage our wars, or even read a bunch of old books. We delude ourselves that our titles, our property, and our tiny accomplishments in life grant us wisdom we don’t actually possess. And the more money we make, the more power we acquire, the harder it becomes to utter three little words: I don’t know.


  And oh, Violet, how those words can help you in your life! Don’t be like me, and be ashamed of your ignorance, or pretend that you know it all. Don’t ever be scared to admit when you don’t know something.


  Socrates didn’t know, either. But at least he knew he didn’t know. I didn’t even know that much before you came into my life. I thought I knew things because some hotel staff in Denver did what I told them. You would arrive on May 19th. It was on my calendar. Your mom was fine. You were fine. I would lose my job, and it would plunge our family into ruin. I didn’t know anything, and I was terrified to admit it.


  So what can I possibly teach you? Simply that nobody knows, Violet. The chairman of the Federal Reserve doesn’t know. The president of the United States doesn’t know. Your priest doesn’t know. Your boss doesn’t know. I don’t know. At best, we’re using all the available evidence to make prudent judgments. At worst, we’re proceeding carelessly from complete ignorance, or deliberately ignoring crucial information. And most of the time, we’re operating as best we can, given that we can’t possibly know all the variables at play.


  That is why you must approach the world with a great deal of skepticism. You can’t simply take things at face value, especially when they’re coming from authority figures, and especially when those authority figures lay claim to absolute certainty. One may have power and authority and also know nothing. It’s actually quite common. So be like Socrates, and question everything.


  We come equipped with natural skepticism as children, but it’s yanked out of us like a bad tooth. “But why?” was once your favorite question. Why to everything—Why do I have to wear my pants? Why do I have to brush my teeth? Why doesn’t the cat want a hug?


  And what was my response to you? Why? Because I said so, that’s why. Because everyone wears pants. Brush your teeth or they’ll turn black. Hug the cat and he’ll bite you.


  
    You live in a democracy.


    All men are created equal.


    Religion is God.


    Violence never solves a thing.


    You have rights that can never be taken away.


    The Invisible Hand of the Market will solve problems.


    Our primitive enemies hate us for our freedoms.


    We must invade this country or we’re all doomed.


    We must bail these banks out.


    Stop asking why. Trust me. Just do what you’re told.


    Well, don’t trust me, Violet, and don’t just do what you’re told.


    Question everything and everyone.


    (Well. Except your mother.)

  


  CHAPTER 2


  WHEN IS IT RIGHT TO DO THE WRONG THING?


  PLATO


  Crito
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  When you were two I took you swimming in Florida. Your grandpa gave you a plastic scoop and some cups, and you sat on the steps of the pool and scooped water into the cups. You set the cups down for just a moment, and a bigger kid ran up and snatched them from you. The kid’s parents witnessed this but did nothing. They laughed.


  You looked at me confused.


  “Take turns?” you asked.


  Some people don’t take turns, Violet. Some people are just assholes.


  Two years before you were born, a bunch of bank executives ran up and stole everybody’s cups. I hope you don’t have to live through something like the Great Recession, but unfortunately, I’m certain that at some point you will, seeing as how the United States has lurched from one financial crisis to the next for as long as I’ve been alive. Each one seems worse than the last, and every crisis ends the same way: the greedy, corrupt, and incompetent criminals are rewarded, while all their victims pay the price. I confess that the Rube Goldberg device that led to the financial collapse of 2008 is too absurd for me to comprehend fully, but I do understand this much: there was incompetence, fraud, and manipulation atop the major financial institutions. Millions of innocent people lost their jobs, their life savings, and their homes. Not a single bank executive went to prison. The biggest offenders became multimillionaires or even billionaires.


  In my own life, I’ve seen other people do horrible things, and they just seem to get away with it. Nobody holds them accountable. Nobody cares if they break the rules. And when I look around, I see all these Other People doing so much better than me. They don’t worry about their job security, or about money. They go to the best schools, they live in the best homes, they have every opportunity—why shouldn’t I be like them?


  In a world like this, it is always tempting to ask: Why should I play by the rules? What is the benefit of acting fairly, and according to principles, when others act so atrociously?


  When is it right to do the wrong thing?
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  Crito is about Socrates in jail. Despite his reasoned defense, he’s just been convicted of atheism and corrupting the youth, and he’s been sentenced to death. He’s innocent, the trial was a farce, and the sentence was incredibly harsh. On top of all that, Socrates has a wife and children who depend upon him. What will they do when he is dead?


  And yet when Crito begins, Socrates is sleeping peacefully in his jail cell. His good friend Crito has come to convince Socrates to bust out of the joint, to go with him to Thessaly, where he’ll be received warmly, and where he can spend the rest of his days eating like a king and boozing to his heart’s content. It’ll be wine, women, and song, and the sweetest little piece of paradise you ever saw—or Socrates could stay and drink poison, and die alone in his prison cell.


  Crito makes a lot of compelling arguments for Socrates to bust out of jail. First of all, there’s a strong chance of success. Crito says it can all be arranged very easily. Socrates has plenty of supporters. Even some of the people who convicted him don’t want to see him executed. Socrates has every reason to ignore the unjust ruling against him. The trial was a sham, and he’s clearly an innocent man. He’s a hero, in fact. Why give these jerks the satisfaction? And what will his family do when he is dead? Who will take care of them? Isn’t it wrong for Socrates to abandon them by accepting his fate? Isn’t it, in fact, his moral obligation to break out of jail and go with Crito to Thessaly?


  Socrates nods and smiles. “Maybe you’re right, Crito. Let’s discuss.”


  Socrates admits that it’s true he’s been treated unjustly. And this was an evil. Then he asks Crito: Is injustice always an evil?


  
    Socrates. Are we to say that we never intentionally do wrong, or that in one way we ought and in another we ought not do wrong, or is doing wrong always evil and dishonorable … in spite of the opinion of the many, and in spite of the consequences whether better or worse, shall we insist on the truth of what I have said before, that injustice is always an evil and dishonor to him who acts unjustly? Shall we say so, or not?


    Crito. Yes.


    Socrates. Then we must do no wrong?


    Crito. Certainly not.


    Socrates. Nor when injured injure in return, as the many imagine, for we must injure no one at all?


    Crito. Clearly not.


    Socrates. Again, Crito, may we do evil?


    Crito. Surely not, Socrates.


    Socrates. And what of doing evil in return for evil, which is the morality of the many. Is that just or not?


    Crito. Not just.


    Socrates. For doing evil to another is the same as injuring him?


    Crito. Very true.


    Socrates. Then we ought not to retaliate or render evil for evil to any one, whatever evil we may have suffered from him.

  


  But okay, Crito says, that’s all well and good in theory, but we’re talking about the real world, here, Socrates! You’re going to die! Think of your family, think of your own life! You’re going to die!


  Socrates basically answers, “So what?” After all, how do I know that death’s a bad thing? Nobody knows that. Maybe death’s the best thing that could ever happen to me. You ever think of that, Crito? The way I see it, there are basically two possibilities about death. The first is that there’s nothing on the other side. Life ends, and then there’s total oblivion. How great would that be! In that case, death would be an end to all my worldly cares, like a nice nap that lasts forever. I don’t have to worry about making a living, or engaging in these silly politics, or defending myself against absurd charges. Everything will just stop and there will be peace and quiet. On the other hand, maybe there is an afterlife, and if so, then I’ve done no wrong, and my soul will go to paradise. Or maybe someplace else. Who knows? I don’t. But I’d like to find out!


  And yes, Crito, you are right that I have been falsely accused. I am innocent. But if I go with you, and ignore the legal ruling against me, then wouldn’t I make myself guilty? Wouldn’t I prove all these people right about me, all these people who claim that I’m a lawbreaker? Right now, I’m an innocent man with a clear conscience, but if I go to Thessaly with you, won’t they be able to say, “You see, we were right about Socrates! He’s a criminal.” Won’t I become what I’ve sworn I was not?


  After all this injustice, the truth is, nobody forced me to live in Athens. I made that decision myself. I could’ve gone to Crete or Sparta. But instead I stayed here. And you know why I stayed here? I liked it. It was a great place to live. Think about all the good things Athens has done for me. I was born here. My own marriage was consecrated under the law of Athens. Athens has great laws. At any time in my life, I could’ve taken all my property and left. That was perfectly legal, because that’s how good the law of Athens is.


  And let’s talk about the law in general. My whole life, haven’t I talked about how important it is to follow the law, and haven’t I used the laws of Athens for all sorts of things? If I break the law now, am I not proving myself an ungrateful hypocrite? Am I not mocking the law? Am I not saying, “Do what I say, not what I do?”
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