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Education and the Good Human Being 
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“If being human is not simply a matter of being born flesh and blood, if it is instead a way of thinking, 

acting, and feeling—then I am hopeful that one day I will discover my own humanity. Until then I will 

continue....learning, changing, growing and trying to become more then what I am.” 

~Second officer’s Personal log: Supplemental, Lt Cmdr. Data, Stardate 44390.1~ 

  

 Instead of this being an essay solely about the purposes behind education, and how education 

makes people into better persons, it is also an accounting of my journey into this subject and how this 

journey has helped me to evolve my thoughts about being good.       

When I first considered writing on this topic as my final essay, I wasn’t quite sure how I would 

proceed. Writing on this topic has been something I had wanted to do for some time. The main reason for 

not doing so was because this topic (that of how education makes better human beings) generated some 

fear. The fear was whether I would have enough aptitude to write such an essay.  

Throughout my time in college I have tackled many different writing assignments, and there has 

always been a level of fear in each and every one.  There was a certain level of internal debate within me 

as to whether I would be able to….”Cut the mustard”…..just one more time. It has been my intention to 

never become a glib writer, or for that fact a glib student. With that being said, I’ve attempted to put my 

best foot forward when it comes to writing, no matter what the subject. I haven’t always successful 

though. Yet, despite that, I believed anyone can be a capable writer, including me, if one works at it. 

Four years ago, I wrote an 84 page autobiography. Those few who have read it, thought it was well 

written. This led me in to thinking I might be a good writer, that was, until my first English class in 

college. Now, however, having gotten my feet “plenty wet” in college, I realize that experience (me 

writing my autobiography) was only a peek at my potential as a writer….nothing more. Today, I realize 
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(as I should) there are many things to learn about writing, and not until I attended college did I discovered 

how much I didn’t know. But then, this is all part of the process of education. 

 I had thought myself a smart person, an educated one, before I attended college. That education 

had been mostly gnostic based lasting for over three decades of my life. I believe that it was this 

education, above anything else, which helped me to become a better human being. I’ve always consider 

myself to be a good person, at least I would like to think so. 

This idea, about education making good human beings and writing about it, started after reading 

something Aristotle wrote on the subject of education “In order to be good, a man must have been 

properly educated and trained”1 I immediately took issue with his premise. It flew in the face of 

everything that I had come to know about my fellow man. To my mind, educating and training made 

people better, not good. 

Over the years I had developed some very deep seated beliefs that all men and women were 

basically good. That education wasn’t necessary to make good human beings, but that human beings were 

good by nature. We were good by nature because we were created by an entity (God) who was himself 

was supposed to be good in nature, or at least that’s what many of us were taught. 

It was because of this belief (that of man being basically good) I discounted any theory which tried 

to convince people that men was basically evil. If that were true....than why….in over three thousand 

years of philosophical debate and postulation….have all those philosophers who came before us….not 

talked about how to be evil? Why instead, have they been debating and postulating all those years on how 

to be better human beings? 

I came by this belief—that man was basically good—not because I accepted it at face value (it had 

been something I read as a young man) but because I have spent the better part of 40 years deciding if it 

                                                 
1 Aristotle, "the Nicomachean Ethics," book X, page 56, The Great Tradition, ed. Richard M. Gamble 
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was in fact true, at least for me. A mid-century philosopher/writer once wrote “what is true for you is true 

for you” of course he added, it also helps that what you believe to be true comes from the fact that you, 

yourself, observed it to be true, not because someone told you it was true. Apparently doing this, allowed 

one to safely say he was seeking the truth, and therefore keeping with one’s own integrity on the subject 

of truth and seeking it.  

It has been this idea about knowledge, and truth, learning, and keeping one’s integrity in all of 

it….which has led me to some very definite ideas about keeping my integrity when determining what is 

true for me. Therefore, as much as I may disagree with Aristotle’s premise that “to be good, a man must 

have been properly educated and trained” I still needed to look at his premise, for myself, to determine if 

it was true for me. These are what my own rules (and ideas) tell me when acquiring new information, 

especially, when it doesn’t mesh with my own thinking on the subject.  

It is these values, which say, when new data or information becomes available, it may be 

necessary to modify, drop, or create a whole new data set; especially, when presented with information 

that may be counter to one’s own ideas about something. It is these values which also say to never to get 

bogged down on ideas which insist on being the “absolute truth” of things, and this includes one’s own 

ideas. In my world….doing this was all part of being a better human being. 

I had this realization that what is true is constantly in flux. Truth is in constant flux because of 

introduction of new information, either through the process of education or observation. Therefore, truth, 

or what I personally consider to be true for me, can and will change due to new information I acquire, and 

my ideas of what is “true” are being constantly refined over and over again, until like a sentences, it 

becomes very concise and straight forward.   

This idea of truth being in flux and constantly being define and redefined has led to another 

realization—not to get bog down on “absolutes.” This has become one of my own universal truths, and is 
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in keeping with Aristotle’s thoughts about absolute truths “The investigation of the truth is in one way 

hard, in another easy. An indication of this is found in the fact that no one is able to attain the truth 

adequately, while on the other hand we do not collectively fail, but everyone says something true about 

the nature of things, and while individually we contribute little or nothing to the truth, through the union 

of all, a considerable amount is amassed.”2 Therefore, there are no absolutes. Because absolutes could 

never really exist here in the physical universe. An absolute is the essence of what is prefect.  

 What there is then when talking about truth? It is getting yourself as close to the truth, through 

refinements, as you can. Certainly, I think that was what Aristotle was writing about in some of his works 

on metaphysics. So, even though I really do believe people are basically good, and they are this way by 

nature, I had to consider Aristotle’s idea about education and training making a person good. Maybe it had 

more of a ring of truth to it than I was willing to accept.  

It has been this course (History of Western Education and Thought) which has tested my most 

basic (and noble) belief about people being basically good. It has made me rethink my own ideas. It left 

me wondering if there wasn’t more to this belief (of my) than the mere fact that people are basically good. 

And finally, it has placed in doubt, as to whether I have done all the necessary things to find out (for me) 

if my belief (that people were basically good) were true or not. Aristotle felt that “It is the mark of an 

educated mind to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it.”3 When considering his idea about 

what was necessary in the making of “good human beings” this was something I decided I needed to 

entertain. Yet, as I had mentioned in the beginning, this new insight into education, had been only part of 

my journey. It was my starting point. The other part of this journey begins in Greece, 3000 years ago.  

It seems that it is here, a basic question was posed “what is the good life?” As Socrates puts it “not 

life, but a good life, is to be chiefly valued.”  In those days good meant having taken the correct actions, 

                                                 
2 Metaphysics by Aristotle 
3  Metaphysics by Aristotle 
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and what those correct actions should be, were to be thought out in a critical and logical manner, 

beforehand. When done in a consistent matter (determining the correct action) led a person to a happy 

existence, i.e. the good life. Yet, what of our Christian writers and philosophers? 

As I mentioned before, there seemed to be this idea, introduced by the Greek philosopher Aristotle 

that human beings are made good through education and training. Meaning that education, makes a good 

person. Yet, our Greek, and for that fact our Rome philosophers, weren’t the only ones with ideas on how 

to make good human beings during my study of Western Education and Thought. Certainly, there were 

our Christian philosophers as well. It does seem, however, that ever since this idea has been introduced, 

(that of how to make good human beings) both our Greek, Roman, and Christian philosophers, scholars, 

and educators, have been debating what kind of things should have been taught to a person. Not only 

that….but the best ways to do this as well. There appears to be no definite answer for doing either in any 

case.  Yet there seemed to be two distinct approaches to getting there. 

 For our secular humanist forefathers, the idea of what made a good human was an education in the 

art of crucial thinking, and determining through this process (the process of logical thinking) what would 

be the best ethical course of actions throughout one’s life. Going through this process was consider the 

mark of a person “being good” and meant that this person was well on the road to a happy life. It was also 

this process of critical thinking which brought into view what virtues were, and once understanding them 

one could than apply those virtues. Yet, even within this sphere there was some disagreement. Although 

Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle all agreed to the idea that virtues should be central to a well-lived life, 

Aristotle disagree with Plato's idea that a training in the sciences and metaphysics wasn't a necessary 

prerequisite for a full understanding of being good. “What we need, in order to live well, is a proper 

appreciation of the way in which such goods as friendship, pleasure, virtue, honor and wealth fit together 
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as a whole.”4  Therefore, through this logical analyst of piecing these parts of life together, one could 

reach a better understanding of what it meant to live a good life.  

This was, the for the most part, what our secular ancestor’s believe to be the truth. Learning, 

through the process of debate, analyst, and observation (no matter their disagreement on the subject) what 

the necessary virtues were to living a good life. It came then from logical discourse, and the evaluation of 

a person’s involvement in life.  

 However, in contrast to our secular humanist forefather, were our Christian ones, whose belief in 

making good human beings came more from the divine. It came by teaching the grace of God. By 

teaching this, it would lead an individual to a standard of behavior and conduct in his life. Clement of 

Alexandra saw this best done through habit “For, be it noted, there are these things in man: habits, deeds, 

and passions. Of these, habits come under the influence of the word persuasion, the guide to godliness.” 

Clement goes on to write that out of “These three words, however are but one: the self-same Word who 

forcibly draws men from their natural, worldly way of life and educates them to the only true salvation: 

faith in God.”5 It was through the routine of habit, that one could force a person from their own natural 

inclination and worldly ways of life, and thus educate them in the only true salvation: faith in God.  

This understanding of God’s grace, lead Christian philosophers, and scholars like Clement to 

develop, via holy scriptures, a standard which dictated how a person should behave and conduct oneself, 

which, when applied, made one “good” and would give a person entrance into heaven and the afterlife. 

Basil the Great remarks about the entrance to that other life, “But our hopes lead us forward to a more 

distant time, and everything we do is by way of preparation for the other life.”6 Meaning living by those 

standards set forth by God—living a good and godly life—opened the way to the afterlife.  

                                                 
4 Aristotle, "Politics," book VIII, page 65, The Great Tradition, ed. Richard M. Gamble 
5 Clement of Alexandria, “Christ The Educator”, page 165, The Great Tradition, ed. Richard M. Gamble 
6 Basil the Great, “To young Men, on How They Might Derive Profit from Pagan Literature,” page 183, The Great Tradition, 

ed. Richard M. Gamble 
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Yet, even those early Christians had to determine through their readings of religious writings what 

it meant to be virtuous as well. Whereas, Greek Philosophers posed and investigated what should be 

considered virtuous, most Christian scholars, and philosophers, looked into scripture to find them. 

 It was these two ideas then, one of educating a person through the process of critical thinking and 

by logical determination to discover for himself what was ethical and virtuous, and the other of teaching 

via interpretation of religious scripture and doctrine what was ethical and virtuous. One educated its 

students to determine logically, for himself, what was the good life. While the other taught its students, 

via religious doctrine, what the good life should be. Both types of education were taught with the 

intention of creating a standard of behavior and conduct that one to could use to live a good life, and both 

of these schools of thought dominated, in their own time, how best to educate a person, having as its end 

result the making good human beings.  

Yet, much to my surprise I did discover during this journey there were a few philosophers which 

happen to believe as I did. That men were inclined towards a good disposition “He enlighten us through 

our mind with his grace to guide our feet into the ways of betterment a betterment which surpasses all 

other understandings.”7 Wrote Bonaventure. Some believed that a person starts out life incline towards 

good. That human’s start out incline towards good and towards doing good things. Plutarch puts it best 

“In the nature of man there are two sovereign elements—understanding, and reasoning.”8 He believed it 

was through the process or mechanism of education, that human beings could be turned into even better 

individuals. Vergerio goes further by writing “They are those through which virtue and wisdom are either 

practiced or sought, and by which the body or mind is disposed towards all the best things within a man.”9 

Basically it is in our nature to be disposed towards doing the best things.  

                                                 
7 Bonaventure “The Journey of the mind to God,” The Great Tradition, ed. Richard M. Gamble 
8 Plutarch, “on Bringing up a Boy,” The Great Tradition, ed. Richard M. Gamble 
9 Vergerio “The Character and Studies Befitting a Free Born youth” Page 313, The Great Tradition, ed. Richard M. Gamble 



9 

 

 

Finding out that others in that past came to the same conclusion I had, that humans were basically 

inclined towards good, seemed to have brought me back full circle.  

Does education make Good human beings? It would seem that if history is any judge of this, than 

yes that does seem to pan out. Yes, there have been many individual throughout history who have 

presented to the world their evil natures. A few come to my mind, some are infamous, while there are 

others we will never know about. Yet, I submit to the reader that in actual fact those individuals happen to 

be few. What is of even greater importance, is that history has been made up of more individuals who 

have striven to be useful to their fellow man thus making the world a better place to live. Some with 

bigger contributions, some with smaller ones. This was how Seneca, a Roman stoic, hoped it would be 

when he wrote “What is required, you see, of any man is that he should be of use to other men—if 

possible, too many; failing that, to a few; failing that, to those nearest him; failing that to himself. For 

when he makes himself useful to others, he busies himself for the community.”10  

This course got me to rethink a basic belief about people. It got me started down the road, 

challenging my own core beliefs, and what was even more awesome…it created a greater understanding 

of the importance education plays in making better people. It also allowed me to peer into the past and 

look at what our philosophers, scholars, and educators, (both secular humanist or Christians alike) have 

been trying to explain for a very long time, that it is through the process of education, of teaching virtues, 

that we can become better human beings, and thus making a better human race as well. 

The last four months I’ve spent studying, The History of Western Education and Thought, have 

created a realization that my own ideas about people “being basically good” may need some modification. 

It has led me to discovering how education is necessary in making human beings better than they are, but 

more importantly, it has given me the realization that being basically good is only the starting materials 

                                                 
10 Seneca “the Two commonwealths,” page 95, The Great Tradition, ed. Richard M. Gamble 
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and the mold with which we use to help create....not just good human beings....but making better human 

beings as well.  

We are all a part of the human condition. Thanks to my education I understand that better now. It 

has instill in me the idea of my continual desire to become the best person I can be, but it has also shown 

me, over and over, the many ways for me to get there. The things I have learned thus far have made my 

life, for the most part, a wonder journey, despite the many bumps along the way.  
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