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INTRODUCTION

When it came to the question of what it is that makes an individual human life worth
living the Greeks didn’t look to their immortals but rather approached the question in
mortal terms. Their approaching the question of human mattering in human terms is
the singularity that creates the conditions for philosophy in ancient Greece. – R.G.

Rebecca Newberger Goldstein grew up in White Plains, New York, and graduated summa cum laude from
Barnard College, receiving the Montague Prize for Excellence in Philosophy, and immediately went on to
graduate work at Princeton University, receiving her Ph.D. in philosophy. After earning her Ph.D., she returned
to her alma mater, where she taught courses in philosophy of science, philosophy of mind, philosophy of
psychology, the rationalists, the empiricists, and the ancient Greeks. In 1996 Goldstein became a MacArthur
Fellow, receiving the prize which is popularly known as the “Genius Award.”
In September of 2015 she was awarded the National Humanities Medal by President Obama in a ceremony at
the White House. The citation reads "for bringing philosophy into conversation with culture. In scholarship, Dr.
Goldstein has elucidated the ideas of Spinoza and Gödel, while in fiction, she deploys wit and drama to help us
understand the great human conflict between thought and feeling."

WHY DO I CARE?
I’ve always been interested in philosophy. I think the reason has everything to do with the questions it raises,
and little to do with the answers it struggles to provide. Dr. Goldstein has referred to philosophy as operating,
among other things, as a sort of scout for the empirical sciences. It is, after all, epistemology that has given us
the natural sciences. Philosophy is, definitionally, “the love of wisdom.” Wisdom comes from experience, but
not all experiences are made equal. The ways in which we absorb, reflect upon, and contemplate those
experiences determine the extent to which we will “become wise.” Philosophy then, is in some sense, a
discipline for learning. It teaches us how to shine the mind’s light upon the world.
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More specific to Dr. Goldstein’s work, as well as to her recent preoccupation with “mattering,” is my interest in
the question of “what makes life worth living?” This question did not seem all that significant to me when I was
a younger man. I was more concerned with discovering the nature of reality, which was really a sideways
approach to getting answers about the nature of my own existence – the unstated goal of which was to arrive
at some notion of immortality. I gave up on that pursuit early on after an encounter with Nietzsche’s critique of
Socrates and his assault on idealism and the world of forms. I took Nietzsche’s work as an assault on the idea
that life had any meaning at all. It felt nihilistic. Nothing seemed to matter. It was not until my recovery from a
brain tumor, years later, that I saw Nietzsche’s work and his rebuke of Socrates in new light. I found meaning
and wisdom in the authority of lived experience and in the works of the poets. Having already put distance
between myself and Plato, I saw no reason for rapprochement.
However, in recent years, with all the changes I see around me – normative challenges to what once appeared
staple, societal values – I have discovered new importance in the dialectical approach of the Socratic school and
in the questions posed by Plato through his beloved teacher. What is the good life? How do we know what is
good? What makes something true? How do we learn to arrive at the truth? Of course, no answers can ever be
found that will satisfy some objective standard of truth, as all notions of truth are themselves, open to
philosophical inquiry. The urgency isn’t even in asking the questions. The urgency is in learning how to ask them.

How did I get here? Who am I? What happens when I die?

FORSAKING THE LORD
1. Childhood ― As I understand it, you grew up in an ultra-orthodox community in White Plains, New York.
Q: When did you first begin to question your assumptions and beliefs about God and the nature of the
world? You have a wonderful anecdote about having taken Bertrand Russell’s “Why I am not a Christian,”
from the local, public library, and upon taking it home, were content to leave it about the house, as your
orthodox Jewish parents could not have been happier with the book’s title. Q: How did your questioning
lead you towards atheism? Q: How did you come to articulate a view about
What has the universe got
the nature of the world that was not informed by the bible?
2. Early Influences ― Q: Who were the first philosophers whose work you to do with it? You're here,
were drawn to most and why? Q: When did you first read Plato? Q: Which in Brooklyn. Brooklyn is not
expanding! –Annie Hall
of his works did you read first? Did you have direction?
3. Early Questions ― Much of my early encounters with philosophy were driven by my own optimism
about discovering some fundamental truth about the nature of reality and my own existence that could
supplant the story provided to me by the church, which never held much sway over me. I tried to believe
in God, but I never
quite “got there.”
Q: What were
some
of
the
questions
that
drove you towards
the philosophical
path? Q: What
were the concerns
that guided your
early
mind?
Q: Have you found
others
share
similar concerns
and questions as
children? [1]
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Are there questions that science cannot answer?

What makes a question “philosophical?”

WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY?
4. Plato and the Greeks? ― In the prologue to “Plato
at the Googleplex,” when reflecting on what
made Plato so unique and valuable in the history
of philosophy you write, “What Plato did was to
carve out the field of philosophy itself. It was Plato
who first framed the majority of fundamental
philosophical questions. He grasped the essence
of a peculiar kind of question, the philosophical
question, some specimens of which were already
afloat in the Athens of his day, and he extended
its application.” Perhaps, we should start with the
question then: Q: what is philosophy? Why does
philosophy matter?
5. Philosophy vs. Science ― In the aforementioned
book, you write, “Philosophers, asking and asking without ever possessing the means of answering,
sometimes ask questions that are, so to speak, protoscientific, posed before the science yet exists that
can pursue them effectively, which is to say empirically. But even though it’s the philosophers who ask
the questions, it’s always the scientists who answer them. Philosophy’s role in the whole matter is to
send up a signal reading ‘Science desperately needed here.’ Or, changing the metaphor, philosophy is a
cold storage room in which questions are shelved until the sciences get around to handling them. Or, to
change the metaphor yet again, philosophers are
Given cognitive vulnerabilities, it would be
premature ejaculators who pose questions too
convenient to have an arrangement whereby
embarrassingly soon, spilling their seminal genius to no
reality could tell us off; and that is precisely
effect.” The quote speaks for itself, but I wonder if you
what science is. Scientific methodology is the
can expand on it. Q: What is this friction that exists
arrangement that allows reality to answer us
between some who practice philosophy and many who
back. – Rebecca Goldstein
practice science? Q: Why exactly, is philosophy, as you
say, “protoscientific?” Q: Are philosophers the pioneers of knowledge, and in that sense, of science too?
Are there questions that science will never be able to answer? (ex: certain branches of metaphysics
concerned with the true nature of experience)
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Making models of the world

What is the nature of the world?

ONTOLOGY & METAPHYSICS
6. Idealism vs. Materialism ― Plato believed in the world of forms – that reality was a cheap knock-off of
“the real thing.” He believed that reality was mathematics, and that this is why there are no perfect
circles or 90-degree angles in nature, because perfection can only exist in the world of the divine. That
world was geometric, encapsulated in the words engraved above the entrance to Plato’s Academy:
Ἀγεωμέτρητος μηδεὶς εἰσίτω ("Let no one ignorant of geometry enter"). This idealist view of reality has
had a profound impact on the evolution of western society, not only in the domains of philosophy, but
also in the chapels of religion. Q: What were Plato’s conceptions of the afterlife and his tripartite theory
of the soul? Q: How did his idealist & dualist views shape western thought and religion? Q: What does it
say that Plato’s own student, Aristotle, rejected this idealist view in favor of a more materialist
understanding of reality? It’s remarkable that the main, operative duality between atheists and the
faithful was developed during this time. Q: Where do you fall along this continuum? Q: Has your thinking
along these lines followed linearly or not? [2] [3]
7. Instrumentalism vs. Realism ― I tend to fall within the camp of those who would call themselves
“instrumentalists,” in that I celebrate the predictive and explanatory power of science, but only in so far
as it manages to describe the world that we experience in a way that satisfies the conditions of our
shared illusion of it. It seems to me that to make any definitive statements about the nature of reality
requires making some assumptions that are totally unsubstantiated or warranted (Plato’s allegory of the
cave springs to mind). Even if we were able to create technologies that captured every bit of information
from the universe – overcoming the deficits of our sensorium – we would remain hostage to the
impressions of our own mind. We are prisoners of our own experience. Q: Unable to elevate ourselves
above our subjective landscape, how can we ever know anything objectively? Q: What are the most
compelling arguments in favor of philosophical realism? Q: What are some of the most interesting
theories that have been put forward by philosopher-scientists in this regard? [4] [5]
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How can a theory be beautiful?

UNREASONABLE EFFECTIVENESS
8. Mathematics and the Natural World ― In a 1960 paper titled, “The Unreasonable Effectiveness of
Mathematics in the Natural Sciences,” author Eugene Wigner, points out that mathematics plays an
unreasonably important role in physics, and that we can formulate theories using mathematics that turn
out to be true when tested empirically. Q: What accounts, in your view, for the predictive power of
mathematics in the natural sciences? Q: How can we know something to be true – a priori – that turns
out to be true when tested empirically? [6]
9. Mathematical Beauty ― There is this relationship that seems to have emerged at least as long as human
beings have been formulating theories and constructing proofs, which links the experience of beauty
with the elegance of a theory, itself measured by the relationship of that theory’s simplicity to its
explanatory power (EP/S). Q: What accounts for this relationship between a theory’s subjective beauty
and its validity as a theory that depicts the world as it truly is? Q: How far back has this relationship been
known and appreciated? Q: How does mathematical beauty compare to natural beauty?
Mathematicians and physicists are just as guided by principles of elegance and beauty as novelists and
musicians are. Einstein told the philosopher of science Hans Reichenbach that he'd known even before
the solar eclipse of 1918 supported his general theory of relativity that the theory must be true because
it was so beautiful. And Hermann Weyl, who worked on both relativity theory and quantum mechanics,
said "My work always tried to unite the true with the beautiful, but when I had to choose one or the
other, I usually chose the beautiful." Mathematics seems to be the one place where you don't have to
choose, where truth and beauty are always united. – Rebecca Goldstein [7]
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VALUES & ETHICS

Why does it matter if we matter? What does it even matter?

How does the “is-ought gap” inform your notions of mattering?

10. Is/Ought Gap ― There is something known as the “explanatory gap” in philosophy of mind, which refers
to the difficulty that physicalist theories have in explaining how physical properties give rise to the way
things feel when they are experienced. The “is-ought problem” or “is/ought gap” was first articulated by
philosopher David Hume in his Treatise of Human Nature (also known as Hume's law, Hume's guillotine
or fact–value gap). Hume’s observation is that there is a significant difference between positive
statements about what is
and
prescriptive
or
normative
statements
about what ought to be,
and that it is not obvious
how one can coherently
move from descriptive
statements to prescriptive
ones. I’d love if you could
speak to the significance
of the Is/Ought Gap in
your thinking around this
idea of mattering. Where
do our notions of how the
world “ought to be” come
from and how does this
inform your philosophy of
mattering? [8]
ODYSSEUS AT THE COURT OF ALCINOUS RULER OF THE PHAEACIANS
MATTERING
IN THE ISLAND OF SCHERIA
11. Moral Philosophy ― Immanuel Kant argued that
the supreme principle of morality is a standard of
rationality that he dubbed the “Categorical
Imperative” (CI). Kant characterized the CI as an
objective, rationally necessary and unconditional
principle that we must always follow despite any
natural desires or inclinations we may have to the
contrary. All specific moral requirements, according
to Kant, are justified by this principle, which means
that all immoral actions are irrational because they
violate the CI. This argument was based on a
doctrine that regarded rational will as autonomous,
or free, in the sense of being the author of the law
that binds it. The fundamental principle of morality
— the CI — is none other than the law of an
autonomous will. This is different than instrumental
principles of rationality for satisfying one’s desires,
as in Hobbes, or external rational principles that are
discoverable by reason, as in Locke and Aquinas.
Q: What about Plato? What do we know about
Plato’s views on morality? The Greeks have a
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Those audiences didn’t shrink from confronting
the possibility that human life, tragically, is not
worth living. Perhaps we don’t matter and
nothing can be done to make us matter. Or, only
slightly less tragic, perhaps there is something
that must be done in order to achieve a life
worth living, something that will redeem that life
by singling it out as extraordinary, and only then
will it matter. It is only an ordinary life—with
nothing to distinguish it from the great masses
of other anonymous lives that have come before
us and will come after us—that doesn’t matter.
There is a pronounced pitilessness in this
proposition, and there was a pronounced
pitilessness in the Greeks. One must exert
oneself in order to achieve a life that matters. If
you don’t exert yourself, or if your exertions
don’t amount to much of anything, then you
might as well not have bothered to have shown
up for your existence at all. – Rebecca Goldstein

tortured perspective on life and what makes for a meaningful life (you have called this “pitilessness”).
For the Greeks, meaning was wrapped up in Arete, which is something that you have obliquely referred
to as the “ethos of the extraordinary.” I’ve always been fascinated by the intersection of theatre and
mythology in the philosophical approach to life and death taken by the Athenians. Q: What can you tell
us about the importance of Arete and Kleos to the Greek conception of “a life worth living?” How do you
feel this conception has evolved, and what impact do you feel it has on modern society? [9] [10] [11]
*** I have included an image of Odysseus at the court of Alcinous as a reference for the power of kleos. It
shows the moment where the great King of Ithaca realizes that he has not been forgotten; that his story has
preceded him.

Virtue signaling, lapel pin flags, tribalism, and political correctness

The Politics of Truth

THE MODERN AGE
12. Post-Truth ― There seem to be two areas, in particular, where philosophy is most needed today. The
first is epistemological, and the second is moral. Let’s begin with the need for an epistemological
approach to the question of truth and “what can we know to be true?” In “Plato at the Googleplex,” you
write, “What Plato did was to carve out the field of philosophy itself. It was Plato who first framed the
majority of fundamental philosophical questions. He grasped the essence of a peculiar kind of question,
the philosophical question.” Q: Is there something that philosophy – that is, a methodological approach
to learning and inquiry – can offer us today that is desperately needed, perhaps more desperately
needed than in prior periods? Q: How can studying philosophy
In a political system based on speeches,
– and doing philosophy – help us navigate these difficult times,
how can it be safely administered if the
where political divisions and tribal loyalties seem to trump
speeches are not true? - Demosthenes
fealty to facts and reason?
13. Philosophy and Ethics ― It is not only progressives and radical leftists who elevate tribal values above
constitutional freedoms, specifically, the freedom of speech and expression. During the George W. Bush
administration, truth took a backseat to token expressions of patriotism. Today, the ideological left has
claimed the moral high-ground, elevating virtue signaling and commitments to fight racism, xenophobia,
homophobia, transphobia, and just about any other -ism or phobia attached to “marginalized groups.”
Modern notions of morality and ethics are the result of thousands of years of suffering, reflection,
deliberation, and thought. Q: How are we to evolve society and our ethical standards without freedom
of speech and expression? Q: What can the politics of the Greeks – particularly the experience of the
Peloponnesian war and its aftermath, personified in the fate of Socrates at the hands of the Athenian
polis – teach us about the power of oratory,
the dangers of tribalism, and the importance
of freedom of thought and expression in
safeguarding what matters most? [12]
One of the things that we sometimes do with
words is to pledge our allegiance—which has
everything to do with the phenomena of
post-truth. In today’s political discourse, we
have taken to repurposing certain
propositions so that pronouncing them is
not so much an assertion of truth as a pledge
of allegiance to our political tribe. In these
acts of pseudo-assertion, the information
being conveyed isn’t about the topic of the
proposition at all; it’s about the political
loyalties of the speaker. - Rebecca Goldstein

Pericles’ Funeral Oration by Philipp Foltz (1852)
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