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The account of the best life for humans – i.e. a happy or flourishing 
life – and what it might consist of was the central theme of ancient 
ethics. But what does it take to have a life that, if not happy, is at 
least worth living, compared with being dead or never having come 
into life? This question was also much discussed in antiquity, and 
David Machek’s book reconstructs, for the first time, philosophical 
engagements with the question from Socrates to Plotinus. Machek’s 
comprehensive book explores ancient views on a life worth living 
against a background of the pessimistic outlook on the human con-
dition which was adopted by the Greek poets, and also shows the 
continuities and contrasts between the ancient perspective and mod-
ern philosophical debates about biomedical ethics and the ethics of 
procreation. His rich study of this relatively neglected theme offers a 
fresh and compelling narrative of ancient ethics.

Dav id Machek  is a Research Fellow at the Department of 
Philosophy, Universität Bern. He has published articles in journals 
including Apeiron, Archiv für die Geschichte der Philosophie, Journal of 
the History of Philosophy, and Philosophy East and West.
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[Odysseus visiting the Kingdom of the Dead]

‘But you, Achilles,
there’s not a man in the world more blest than you –

there never has been, never will be one.
Time was, when you were alive, we Argives

honored you as a god, and now down here, I see,
you lord it over the dead in all your power.
So grieve no more at dying, great Achilles.’

I reassured the ghost, but he broke out, protesting,
‘No winning words about death to me, shining Odysseus!

By god, I’d rather slave on earth for another man –
some dirt-poor tenant farmer who scrapes to keep alive –

than rule down here over all the breathless dead.’
(Homer, Odyssey xi.548–559, transl. Fagles)
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