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SOCRATES is hailed as one of the greatest 

thinkers of all time and is often called the father 

of philosophy. Yet he left no writing of his own, 

so what we know of his life and ideas we know 

from the works of his student Plato and other 

contemporaries. And what these accounts tell 

us is as important today as it was then. Socrates 

taught-and indeed strove to embody-his 

credo that how each of us chooses to live and 

die has great meaning. By constantly examining 

one's life and actions, a philosophy of ethics is 

born. As Plutarch observed, "He was the first 

person to demonstrate that life is open to philos­

ophy at all times, in every part, among all kinds 

of people, and in every experience and activity." 

In this brilliant biography, renowned author Paul 

Johnson situates Socrates in fifth-century B.C. 

Athens, delving into the geopolitics of the time, 

the wars and Socrates' service as a soldier, his 

family, and his wide range of acquaintances, from 

the local grocer to the leading politicians, dra­

matists, and scholars. Socrates loved Athens-he 

never left it except to fight for it-and he was 

shaped by its democratic ideals and its zeal to 

be the most powerful and forward-looking city­

state. There Socrates devoted his life to learning, 

because he believed that education, by making 

one virtuous, was the surest road to happiness. 

He spent his life questioning and teaching, 

though in his later years, as Athens slid into civic 

unrest, there was a backlash against him, and he 

was tried and condemned to death. He faced 
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Socrates 



Living Man and 

Ventriloquist's Doll 



T
here is always a spirit of the times. Even in deep 
antiquity, strong and almost identical impulses 
drove forward the elites in societies separated by 

unbridged chasms of space. We cannot perhaps explain 
these coordinations. But we can profitably study them. 
Two and a half millennia ago, in the fifth century B.C., in 
three advanced areas, where literacy existed but was still 
in its infancy, three outstanding individuals echoed one 
another in insisting that the distinction between their civ­
ilizations and the surrounding barbarism must be rein­
forced by systematic moral education. 

Confucius (a Latinized form of Kung Fu-tzu, meaning 
Philosopher Kung) was born in Shantung, China, in 551 

B.c., dying aged seventy-three, in 479 B.c. He came from a 
poor but distinguished patrician family, whose descen­
dants, in the seventy-sixth generation, still live in the dis­
trict. He was a clever child and, while still a schoolboy, 
conceived the notion of devoting his life to the moral and 
cultural transformation of society by a new kind of educa-
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tion. It was to stress all that was best in Chinese learning, 
based on six arts: ritual, calligraphy, arithmetic, and mu­
sic, with the physical skills of archery and charioteering. 
His pupils recorded him saying: "At fifteen I set my heart 
on learning. At thirty I firmly took my stand as a teacher. 
At forty I had no delusions about education. At fifty I felt 
the Mandate of Heaven to teach. At sixty my ear was at­
tuned to my pupils. At seventy I followed heart's desire 
without overstepping the boundaries of right." 

It was Confucius's view, recorded by his pupils in what 
are called the Analects, that education was the key to ev­
erything: A person should be so deep in study that he for­
gets to eat, so full of joy in learning he ignores all practical 
worries, and so busy acquiring knowledge he does not no­
tice old age coming on. Education was the process whereby 
civilization, and the minds and bodies of those privileged 
to enjoy it, breathed and lived. 

In 458 B.C., the Hebrew priest and scribe Ezra returned 
to Jerusalem from Babylon. He had been born when Con­
fucius was in his sixties and was the leading intellectual 
among the exiled Jewish community in Persia. He brought 
with him an edited and freshly transcribed version of the 
Pentateuch, the first five books of the Torah, or Jewish 
Bible, what Christians call the Old Testament. The word 
Torah came to mean "the Law," but its meaning originally, 
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and certainly in Ezra's day, was instructi<?n, teaching, 
guidance. Ezra used the Torah as the basis for the refoun­
dation of the Jewish community in the Promised Lan�, 
after the dislocation of the Exile. It was his manual of in­
struction, as the rest of his life was one of those rare occa­
sions in history when education was used as the means to 
reform an entire society, morally, politically, economically, 
and socially. 

When Ezra began his mission, Socrates was twelve. He 
had been born in Athens, then a city-state democracy, 
in 470 B.c., nine years after Confucius's death. Whereas 
Ezra was of the priestly ruling elite, a direct descendant 
of Zadok, known in Hebrew history as the Priest, the ar­
chetypal hierarch, and Confucius was an aristocrat and 
magistrate, familiar with royal circles, Socrates was 
middle-class. His father was a mason and carver in stone, 
and his mother (he said) was a midwife. Socrates, thanks 
to his powerful intellect and still more to the way he em­
ployed it, contrived to make himself classless, the first 
classless person in history. Despite these different back­
grounds, the three men were united by their passion for 
education, to which they devoted their lives. To all three, 
education involved learning all that was most valuable in 
their societies. But beyond knowledge, education was a 
process whereby virtue or the ability to lead a good life 
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was acquired. And to cap it all, Socrates was in no doubt 
that education, by making one virtuous, was the surest 
road to happiness. He was the first seer we know of who 
pondered deeply on what makes humans happy and how 
such a blessing can be acquired. 

Such a man is well worth knowing about, and for 2,500 

years the learned and intellectually enterprising in all 
countries have sought to know him. At a superficial level, 
it is easy. Socrates is the quintessential philosopher, the 
seeker and conveyor of wisdom. But the more one pene­
trates from the superficial to the essence of the man, the 
more difficult it becomes. Socrates wrote nothing. Nor did 
Confucius. But whereas Confucius was listened to atten­
tively by scholars who then collaborated to produce an 
exact transcript of his teaching-rather as in the twentieth 
century the pupils of Wittgenstein, another philosopher 
who wrote little, tried to remember and set down every 
word from his life-Socrates had a quite different experi­
ence. Two remarkable men attached themselves to him 
and sought to immortalize him in words. Xenophon was 
a country gentleman, a traveler-adventurer and a general 
who, thanks to Socrates, whom he venerated, became an 
amateur student of philosophy. He loved writing and, as 
countless generations of schoolchildren know, wrote a 
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pure form of classical Greek admirably adapted for the 
classroom. He wrote the Anabasis, the best book on a sin­
gle military experience to come down to us from antiq­
uity, and among many other works, the most thorough 
manual on training horses in the classical library, as well 
as its companion volume on the use of cavalry. He also 
produced his Memoirs, a verbatim account of a dinner 
party in which Socrates is the central guest. All this is 
valuable, but it has to be said that Xenophon never com­
prehended and so could not reproduce the sheer power of 
Socrates' mind, its unique combination of steel, subtlety, 
and frivolity. Ifhe were our sole authority for Socrates, we 
would never have learned to venerate him as the founder 
of philosophy as an expert science. 

Our chief source, who sought with all his astounding 
ability as a writer and thinker to perpetuate the work of 
Socrates, was his pupil Plato. Plato was a genius, which is 
both our boundless delight and our misfortune. Being 
taught by Socrates was the central event of his life, and 
after his master's death he spent much of his remaining 
time recording what he said in a series of dialogues or con­
versations. More than a score have survived, plus two 
companion documents: Socrates' verbatim defense when 
on trial for his life, and a record of his last hours before his 
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death sentence was carried out. These two documents, 
plus the earliest dialogues, are authentic records of 
Socrates the man, the historical seer at work. 

However, Plato was not only a genius but one of a 
particular kind. He was a don, an academic. The very first 
academic, in fact, for after Socrates' death, he founded, in 
a suburban park in Athens, a study place-we would call 
it a think tank-called the Academy, from which the pro­
fession takes its name. It was the earliest university, and its 
prize alumnus, who came to Plato's classes when he was 
seventeen, was Aristotle, third of the sturdy tripod of mas­
ters on which the entire corpus of Western philosophy 
rests. Aristotle went on to found his own university, the 
Lyceum, in Athens as companion and rival to Plato's, so 
that the characteristic pattern of academic life, competi­
tive animosity, was well established before the end of the 
fourth century B.c. 

When writing his documents on Socrates' end, and his 
own early dialogues, Plato was still innocent enough, that 
is still sufficiently enraptured by Socrates' thinking and 
method, to reproduce both accurately. They form a trust­
worthy record of Socrates' enormous and vital contribu­
tion to the best way of using our mind to reach truth. But 
as Plato began to play his new role as academic, as the 
vesture of the don, the metaphorical cap and gown, settled 
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comfortably on his head and shoulders, he 1,:mderwent a 
transformation. To his persona as the first academic he 
added or superimposed the complementary persona of the 
first intellectual, by which I mean someone who thinks 
ideas matter more than people. 

As an intellectual he began to formulate his own ideas. 
As an academic he quickly merged them into a system. 
And as a teacher he used Socrates to spread and perpetuate 
it. In his earlier writings Plato presented Socrates as a liv­
ing, breathing, thinking person, a real man. But as Plato's 
ideas took shape, demanding propagation, poor Socrates, 
whose actual death Plato had so lamented, was killed a 
second time, so that he became a mere wooden man, a 
ventriloquist's doll, to voice not his own philosophy but 
Plato's. Being an intellectual, Plato thought that to spread 
his ideas was far more important than to preserve Socrates 
as a historic, integrated human being. Using Socrates as an 
articulate doll was, he saw, the easiest way to bring about 
this philosophical dispersal. So the act of transforming a 
living, historical thinker into a mindless, speaking doll­
the murder and quasi-diabolical possession of a famous 
brain-became in Plato's eyes a positive virtue. That is the 
only charitable way of describing one of the most unscru­
pulous acts in intellectual history. Thus Plato, with no 
doubt the best intentions, created, like Frankenstein, an 
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artificial monster-philosopher. It is particularly damaging 
to our understanding of Socrates in that the line of demar­
cation in Plato's writings between the real Socrates and 
the monster is unclear. It has been argued about for centu­
ries, without any universally accepted result, and anyone 
who writes on the subject must make up their own mind, 
as I have done in this account. 

Happily we have other sources, independent of Plato 
and Xenophon, which give us bits of information about 
Socrates. His contemporary, the comic dramatist Aris­
tophanes, who also seems to have been a friend-but then, 
in showbiz is there such a thing as friendship?-wrote a 
savagely hostile play about him, Clouds. There is an ac­
count of Socrates by Diogenes Laertius, written seven 
hundred years later but using sources since lost to us. 
There are anecdotes, aper�us, recorded sayings, and snip­
pets of information in the works of many classical and 
early medieval writers, from Cicero and Seneca, Plutarch 
and Lucian, to St. Augustine and Tertullian-and many 
others-who had access to libraries that were totally de­
stroyed in the Dark Ages. 

These bits and pieces help us to flesh out or correct the 
primary material Plato and Xenophon provide. But we 
always have to bear in mind the low regard classical and, 
still more, postclassical writers had for truth, their habit-
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ual inaccuracy even when trying to be honest, their lack 
of impartiality, historicity, or plausibility or even, one 
feels, common sense, and the slovenly way books were 
written, copied, and preserved. Before the coming of the 
codex or book proper, writing was done on papyrus rolls 
about thirty-three feet (ten meters) long. A roll might con­
tain a book of Thucydides or two of Homer. But there 
was no uniformity, and scribes wrote for other scribes, 
not for the reader (they were strongly trade-unionized in 
every epoch and area). There was no attempt to stick to a 
specific number of letters to a line or lines to a column. 
Punctuation did not exist nor capital letters nor regular 
spacing between words, and a short stroke under a line, 
known as a paragraphos, was the only indication of a 
change of subject, pause, or, in plays and dialogues-very 
important for Plato's texts involving Socrates-a change 
of speaker, whose name, irritatingly, was hardly ever 
given. All these factors and many other slovenly habits 
increased the large number of textual errors inevitable in 
hand-copying, and as the manuscript chain stretched over 
centuries, even millennia, an incorrupt text became an 
impossibility. From the Renaissance onward, the prime 
task of generations of scholars until our own day has been 
to produce good texts. Even so, we have absolutely no 
guarantee that what we read of Socrates' sayings were 
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Plato's transcriptions of them, as set down 2,450 years 
ago. And all this is in addition to the loss of manuscripts 
in their entirety or in part. Until Socrates' time, no one 
who speculated about the cosmos and its inhabitants has 
been fortunate enough to have their conclusions survive. 
The works of pre-Socratic philosophers, as they are called, 
are quite literally fragments. 

Nonetheless, Socrates himself is known to us as man 
and thinker, as a hugely real, living, and enjoyable human 
being. Let us meet him. 
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The Ugly Joker with the 

Gift for Happiness 



ocrates was proud of being born an Athenian. He 
lived all his life in the city and never left it except in 
her service as a soldier. He was often critical of Athe­

nian ways and leaders but never wavered in his conviction 
that it was the best of all city-states in which to live. And 
this, like most of his views, was sound and practical. 

Greece in the fifth century B.C. was a collection of city­
states., of which Athens was the largest and usually the 
richest and most powerful. Greece as a whole was innova­
tive, enterprising, and above all, competitive, and Athens 
was the epicenter of the competitive spirit. Most cities held 
their own annual competitions, both athletic and cultural, 
but in addition there were Panhellenic games open to the 
entire Greek-speaking world: the Olympian, Pythian, Isth­
mian, and Nemean games. The most prestigious were the 
Olympian, held every four years at Olympia in the north­
west Peloponnese. 

We know a lot about these occasions. They were 
founded in 776 B.c., two centuries before Socrates' birth, 
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and were held until A.D. 393, over a millennium later, 
when they were abolished as a pagan festival by the Chris­
tian Roman Emperor Theodosius I. And of course they 
were a pagan event for, like almost all Greek institutions, 
their origins were religious. Socrates was fond of remind­
ing young men that the point of an Olympic victory was 
not the honor and money received by the victors, but ser­
vice to god, in the shape of Zeus, whose magnificent giant 
statue of gold and ivory at Olympus was created during 
his lifetime by his friend Phidias. The race on foot the 
length of the stadium was the first and remained the chief 
event, but other tests of speed, strength, and endurance 
were added-including boxing, wrestling, a race for men 
in armor, and chariot and horse races. Both umpires and 
competitors took an oath of fair play and justice, but deci­
sions were often challenged, and crowds booed and some­
times attacked the umpires. In early times, Sparta, the 
first city to train its athletes professionally, just as it took 
warfare with deadly seriousness, usually emerged the 
overall victor, but gradually other cities, not least Athens, 
produced fierce competition. Money began to talk. 
Socrates' rich young friend Alcibiades, for instance, en­
tered ·six chariot teams for the Olympics, and carried off 
first, second, and fourth prizes. We know this because a 
complete list of the Olympic winners, from 776 B.c. to A.D. 
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217, was drawn up by Julius Africanus, and preserved by 
the church historian Eusebius. 

The competitive spirit spread to every aspect of Greek 
life: poetry, drama, music, public speaking or rhetoric, and 
art. In most, Athens was incomparably the leader, and its 
annual city contests, especially in tragic and comic drama, 
were more important than any Panhellenic occasion. 
Socrates was concerned in such events, being a friend of 
Aristophanes, who won the first prize for comedy three 
times, and especially of Euripides, youngest of the three 
great Athenian tragedians. Euripides, though fifteen years 
Socrates' senior, came to him for advice, and there is a 
tradition that Socrates had a hand in his plays, perhaps 
with his trio containing Hippolytus, which won first prize 
in 428 B.C. 

The competitive atmosphere in Athens and the pride 
Athenians took in their city were much enhanced by ex­
ternal events in the early years of Socrates' century. The 
Persian Empire, the greatest the world had ever known, 
west of China, was a constant threat to Greece, especially 
after Athens encouraged her fellow Ionian cities in what is 
now western Turkey to revolt against their Persian over­
lords. Persia invaded Greece but was repulsed by 10,000 

Athenians at the Battle of Marathon (490 B.c.). According 
to Socrates' friend the historian Herodotus, the Persians 
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lost 6,400 killed, against Athenian losses of 192, making it 
one of the great victories of antiquity. Among those who 
fought in the battle was Aeschylus, senior of the three 
great tragedians, and it is possible Socrates' father, Soph­
roniscus, was there too, as a hoplite or heavy infantryman. 

The Persians invaded again in 480, in enormous 
strength-three hundred thousand men and six hundred 
ships. Despite heroic efforts by Leonidas and his three 
hundred Spartans, who died defending the pass of Ther­
mopylae, the Persians pressed on, Athens was evacuated, 
and the city burned, the sacred buildings on the Acropolis 
being reduced to rubble. However, combined Spartan and 
Athenian forces routed the Persian army at the Battle of 
Plataea. Athens alone, under the leadership of Xanthippus, 
(father of Pericles, who was to dominate Athens for much 
of Socrates' life), won a decisive naval war, and by 479 Ath­
ens had established herself as the leading power among 
the Greeks. In 477 Athens founded the Delian League of 
Greek States, confirming her ascendancy and laying the 
basis for an Athenian Empire. By 463 B.c. Miltiades' son 
Cimon had ended any threat from Persia and the period of 
Athenian greatness had begun. By then Socrates was a boy 
of seven. 

The city-state in which he grew up was by constitution 
and in spirit a democracy. The polis, or city, had long been 
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identified with "the people in arms," the aristocracy pro­
viding the cavalry and the tradesmen, artificers, and other 
skilled workingmen forming the hoplites and owning 
their own armor and weapons. The basis of a democratic 
constitution had been laid down by Cleisthenes in the gen­
eration before Socrates was born, using the expression iso­
nomia, or equality, to describe the rights of citizenship. 
More democratic measures were passed, when Socrates 
was a child, under the leadership of Ephialtes, though the 
fact that he was murdered in 462 B.C. indicates that politics, 
with its class-war overtone, was a serious, even brutal 
business, remaining so throughout Socrates' life. 

The population of Athens varied greatly, depending on 
war, trade, and the economy. It is likely that when Socrates 
was born the total number of citizens, who had full rights 
to vote in the ecclesia, or assembly, to stand for office as 
general (strategos) or magistrate (archon), or to sit as jury­
men, was a little over 120,000, rising to 180,000 in about 
430 B.C., when he was entering middle age, and falling to 
perhaps 100,000 by his death. In addition, there were large 
numbers of metics, or resident aliens, some of whom held 
citizen rights, their ratio to born citizens ranging from one 
in six to two in five. Then there were slaves, who had no 
rights, varying from 30,000 to perhaps 100,000. But in all it 
is unlikely that the population of Athens, in Socrates' life-
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time, ever exceeded 250,000. This was the population of 
Venice at its zenith and of London at the end of the seven­
teenth century; the entire population of the American 
colonies in 1700 was around 275,000. 

Socrates therefore was born (in May) in what we 
would call a medium-size town. His deme, or district, was 
on the south side of the city. In the Laches dialogue of 
Plato we are told his father, Sophroniscus, was friends 
with the family of Aristides the Just, the Athenian states­
man who was at various times chief magistrate, states­
man, and army and naval commander, but was later 
exiled for two years and reduced to poverty. His father is 
also credited with various carvings on the Acropolis, but 
without firm evidence. His mother, Phaenarete, came 
from a "good" family and in the Theaetetus dialogue is 
said to have been a skillful midwife-not a professional 
one, of course, as such did not exist. Socrates was proud 
of her and did not at all mind jokes being made about her 
activities as an accoucheuse, as for instance in Aristo­
phanes' Clouds. He was always interested in medicine and 
doctoring, bringing it into his dialogues, and it seems to 
me highly likely that he knew Hippocrates, the greatest 
doctor of ancient Greece, who was his exact contempo­
rary and who evidently told Plato about medical science. 

From the Crito dialogue we learn that his father gave 
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his son a good education at the gymnasium: reading, writ­
ing, athletics, music. Tradition says he went into his fa­
ther's trade as a stone carver. The travel writer Pausanias 
(second century A.D.), the Baedeker of ancient Greece, says 
in his day a group of statues, The Graces on the Acropolis, 
was shown as Socrates' work, and this claim is repeated by 
Diogenes Laertius. But he may have been confused with 
another Socrates: it was a common name in fifth century 
B.c., and there were many stone carvers, for there was so 
much work for the trade in Athens, attracting masons 
from all over Greece and the Middle East. Socrates cer­
tainly held views on art. Sculptors, indeed, can be heavily 
sententious about it. Rodin could be a bore on the subject, 
as more recently could the Yorkshire-born Henry Moore. 
Socrates was never a bore-far from it-but Xenophon 
says he had a discussion on expressions in art with the 
sculptor Cleiton and the painter Parrhasius. "Nobility and 
dignity," he is recorded as saying, "self-abasement and ser­
vility, prudence and understanding, insolence and vulgar­
ity, are all reflected in the face and in the attitudes of the 
body, whether still or in motion, and can be captured by 
the artist." This observation is all the more remarkable in 
that Socrates disliked allowing his emotions to show in his 
face. Four centuries later, Cicero, who seems to have 
known a lot about him, said that to show fears or appetites 
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on your face was undignified: "Always keep the same ex­
pression, like Socrates." 

While we do not know for sure if Socrates ever worked 
as a stone carver or whether he had any other manual oc­
cupation, we can be certain of one thing: He was a soldier, 
and an admirable one. This is attested by various refer­
ences in Plato and Xenophon, and by other sources. 
Socrates had strong views about the use of force, as we 
shall see. But he was not a pacifist. Bertrand Russell's rejec­
tion of participation in World War I would have been alien 
to him, and he would have made short work of the spe­
cious arguments with which Russell sought to persuade 
others from serving (and which landed him in jail). As a 
citizen of Athens, which he loved, Socrates felt it a duty to 
fight her battles, in his middle rank as a hoplite. I think it 
likely he saw service as a young man, though there is no 
specific evidence of it. But we know he was at the siege of 
Potidaea, a strongly fortified port and former colony of 
Corinth. As a member of the Delian League, it was subject 
to Athenian leadership. Its tribute, or contribution to the 
common war fund, was increased to fifteen talents in 434 
B.c. It revolted, and Athens besieged and reduced the city 
in 430 B.c., sending soldier-colonists (cleruchs) to occupy it. 
Socrates was there. He was then in his late thirties. He also 
fought at Amphipolis on the North Aegean coast, a place 
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colonized by Athens in 437-436 B.c.-it was near the gold 
and silver mines of the Pangaean district and commer­
cially important. In the early stages of the Peloponnesian 
War, Amphipolis surrendered to Sparta without a fight, 
and Athens went to a lot of trouble trying to get it back. 
The future historian Thucydides, then a young officer­
he was ten years Socrates' junior-was involved at Amphi­
polis too. Both these great men, though they differed on 
many things, notably religion, agreed on their devotion to 
Athens and its importance, and Thucydides' clarity of his­
torical causation and fair-mindedness may owe much to 
Socrates. But there is no clear evidence of their contact. 

In 432 B.C. Socrates fought in the painful Athenian re­
treat from Potidaea. It was deep winter and bitterly cold. 
Socrates showed remarkable endurance and courage, all 
the more admirable because he was then forty-six, almost 
an old man by the normal reckoning of those days. We 
have eyewitness evidence of Socrates' conduct in this cam­
paign from his young aristocratic friend Alcibiades. He 
makes three distinct points. First he says that Socrates 
saved his life by standing over him when he was wounded 
and driving off the enemy, regardless of his own safety. 
Second, he says that Socrates, fully armored and carrying 
his weapons, was a formidable figure, even in retreat. He 
says there was something about his bearing that made the 
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enemy leave him severely alone: They sensed that if they 
had tried to seize him, they would have "met with desper­
ate resistance." Third, he testified to Socrates' amazing 
hardiness. He wore thin clothing despite the cold and 
went barefoot even in the snow. No discomfort or short­
age of food or drink seemed to dismay him. He was a 
splendid and cheerful campaigner. 

Socrates' indifference to physical well-being-cloth­
ing, food, drink, warmth, and shelter, everything except 
company, which he always relished and needed-was a 
characteristic throughout his life and is well attested by a 
variety of sources. It seems to have been partly tempera­
ment and partly self-training. He decided early in life to be 
a teacher or, as he would have put it, an "examiner" of men 
and that such was to be his occupation but not his profes­
sion: He would take no pay. Hence one of his objects was 
to reduce his needs to an absolute minimum. He took de­
light in this process, deliberately nourishing negative ap­
petites. He observed the shop displays in the Athens agora 
(marketplace) and said, "How many things I can do with­
out!" He also liked to observe the prices, and exclaim: 
"How expensive Athens is! " then, the next moment, "How 
cheap Athens is! " Various sayings survive in different 
forms: "Some men live to eat. I eat to live." "Hunger is the 
best aperitif." "I only drink when I am thirsty." When 
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someone offered him land to build a house, "Would you 
give me leather to make shoes?" "Greedy people don't ap­
preciate delicacies." He kept fit in the stadium and gymna­
sia: "A healthy body is the greatest of blessings." He 
"frequently danced," saying, "It is good for me." He did 
not disdain drinking, in company, but was never seen 
drunk. But there is an image of him, at a feast, drinking 
from a large, wide vessel known as the Silver Sea. He said, 
"Those who drink a lot don't relish rare wines." Asked 
"What makes a young man virtuous?" he replied, ·�void­
ing excess in anything." He said, "Poverty is a shortcut to 
self-control." And "Leisure is the most valuable of posses­
sions." And "Nothing is to be said in favor of riches and 
high birth, which are easy roads to evil." 

Socrates was, by the standards of Greece in the fifth 
century B.C., an ugly man. For the Greeks set a high value 
on regularity of features and a head and face we would call 
Byronic. Alcibiades, a spectacularly handsome man, com­
pared Socrates to Silenus. Socrates said the same. He did 
not mind the comparison at all. Silenus represented, 
among men, the spirit of the wilderness, being half ani­
mal. The satyrs were similar. These creatures were the 
organic origin of Athenian comedy, and the first comics 
wore Silenus masks on the stage. These and the stone por­
traits of Silenus that have survived (usually in Roman cop-
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ies) are remarkably similar to stone, marble, or bronze 
representations of Socrates that have come down to us, in 
copies of copies. It is likely that, soon after Socrates' death, 
a bronze statue was made of him for Athens to set up in a 
public place in expiation of the crime the city had commit­
ted against him. Many Roman copies, usually in marble, 
survive. Often the body is missing and only the head sur­
vives. There is one in Berlin, another in Copenhagen. In 
the Borghese Gallery, Rome, there is a composite statue, 
of which the arms and hands and other bits are modern, 
the head Roman. All these are Silenus-type in face but 
with human ears. Two are inscribed SOCRATES. There is 
also, in the British Museum, an alabaster statuette of 
Socrates, probably from Alexandria, a Roman copy of a 
Greek fourth-century-B.C. bronze. 

These all confirm the information from literary 
sources that Socrates was bearded, hairy, with a flat, 
spreading nose, prominent, popping eyes, and thick lips. 
In Xenophon's Symposium, he is recorded as challenging 
Critobulus to a contest in beauty. As usual, he was joking, 
speaking with his customary tone of irony and self-depre­
cation. The dialogue begins, "Why, Critobulus, do you 
flaunt your looks, as if you were more handsome than 
me?" "Oh, I know I am inferior to you in beauty, Socrates, 
and therefore I must be even uglier than Silenus." Socrates 
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continues, using his usual method of cross-questioning: 
'�re only men handsome?" "No. A horse or a bull can be 
handsome. Even a shield." "How is it that such different 
things .can all be handsome?' "Because they are well made, 
by art or nature, for their purpose." "What are eyes for?" 
"To see." "For that reason my eyes are more handsome 
than yours." "How so?" "Yours can see only in a direct line. 
Mine can do that but sideways too, because they stick out 
so." '�nd is your nose better shaped than mine?" "Yes, if 
God made the nose for smelling, for your nostrils are 
turned down, whereas mine are wide and turned up and 
can receive smells from every direction." "I grant you your 
mouth is better, for if God gave us mouths to eat yours is 
big enough to gobble three times as much as mine." "Yes, 
and my kisses are more sweet and luscious than yours 
since my lips are so big and thick." 

Socrates, then, was ugly, and later in life he developed 
a paunch. He had a tendency to be bow-legged and walked 
in a sideways motion. As he was in the streets every day, 
he became an unmistakable figure in Athens, and for 
many a comic one, even disreputable. Sometimes he was 
mocked and even jostled. Asked why he did not resent 
such treatment, he replied, "If a donkey kicks you, do you 
take legal action against him?" Or: "If a man slaps my face, 
he does me no evil, only himself" As Alcibiades noticed 
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during the retreat from Delium, Socrates was imperturb­
able. He exuded serenity. There were many things he de­
plored, but nothing left him depressed. Ifhe was angry, he 
never showed it-except, in contrast to most people, who 
raise their voices in anger, he lowered his, and spoke qui­
etly. He was genial, and reminds me of Lord Holland, of 
whom the poet Thomas Moore said, "He came down to 
breakfast every morning looking as though he had just 
received a tremendous stroke of good fortune." To those 
who knew Socrates, he was impossible to dislike and dif­
ficult not to love. 

There may have been one exception: his wife. Or, pos­
sibly, wives. It is notorious that exceptionally good public 
figures are difficult to live with. When Lady Longford, 
married to the famous philanthropist and do-gooder 
Frank Longford, was questioned on this point, she said, 
"What do we call the wife of a saint?" and answered her­
self: "A martyr." There are confusing tales that Socrates 
had an earlier (or later, or bigamous) marriage to a woman 
called Myrto. If she gave birth to children, they are unre­
corded even in traditional stories. What we do know is 
that he had, at the time of his death, a wife called Xan­
thippe and had three children by her. He had evidently 
married her late in life, possibly already over fifty. At the 
time of his death, aged seventy, the eldest was only a youth 
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of about seventeen or eighteen, and the others younger 
still. One may have been a child in arms. When Xanthippe, 
as we know, spent Socrates' last night with him in the jail, 
she had a child with her, presumably because he was too 
young to be left alone. Plato and Xenophon, our two best 
sources, say nothing against Xanthippe's character. But 
various traditions present her as a shrew, who shouted at 
Socrates and gave him a hard time. Why had he married 
her instead of a more docile woman? He answered, "Be­
cause we know from the business of horse training that 
owners often like to pick a difficult animal, which poses 
more interesting problems." Could he live happily with 
her? "Yes, and it proves I could live happily with anyone." 
She was a splendid subject for his jokes, as when, having 
bawled him out at length, inside the house, she poured a 
basin of slops on him from the roo£ He said, "As always, 
the thunder is followed by rain." So far as I can see, he was 
perfectly content with her, and it is notable (for the age) 
that he was still having sex with her and begetting chil­
dren in his late sixties. Xanthippe must have contributed 
to his high opinion of the ability of women and to his be­
lief that in most matters they were the equal of men. My 
belief is that their life together was happy. 

What strikes one most about Socrates as a human be­
ing, however, is not just his opinions, often unusual, even 
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revolutionary, and his personality, which was riveting to 
those who came close to it, but his reciprocal delight in 
the people and city of Athens. If ever a man was at home 
in the place where he was born, lived, and died, it was 
Socrates the Athenian. All the more so in that Athens was 
going through the most glorious, exciting, and dangerous 
phase in its history. Let us look more closely at this re­
markable city. 
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Socrates and the Climax 

of Athenian Optimism 



ocrates often reminds one of Sir Thomas More, com­
bining as he did absolute rectitude with puckish hu­

k.J mor and a patriotism qualified only by his profound 
sense of religious duty. More said, "I serve the king-but 
God first." Socrates said, "Athenians, I cherish and love 
you. But I shall obey God rather than you." It was Socrates' 
good fortune that he came to maturity when Athens, 
which had successfully brought the whole of Greece to 
overwhelming victory against the mighty Persian Empire, 
was reaching its splendid but lonely apogee. There are 
such rare moments in history. In 1940 Churchill told the 
British-I heard him say it-"Let us therefore brace our­
selves to our duty, and so bear ourselves that, if the British 
Commonwealth and its empire last for a thousand years, 
men will still say, 'This was their finest hour."' 

Greece, in the mid-fifth century B.c., like Britain in 
1940, had a leader who embodied everything it seemed to 
stand for, and who articulated its message to all the world 
and to posterity. Pericles (495-429 B.c.) was arguably the 
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greatest statesman of antiquity. He was son of Xanthippus, 
who had plunged up and down the roller-coaster of Athe­
nian politics at the time, round the turn of the sixth and 
fifth centuries B.C., when Cleisthenes had founded Athe­
nian democracy. Agariste, Pericles' mother, was the great 
man's niece, and he aspired to complete his great-uncle's 
work by perfecting the city's democratic system. The vic­
tory over Persia filled Athens, and Pericles in particular, 
with a spirit of optimism that he put to practical use by 
devising immense schemes of progress. He was rich, and 
we first hear of him as a theatrical angel, or choregus, fi­
nancing Aeschylus' stupendous tragedy Persae, comment­
ing on the Athenian victory, produced in 472 B.C.,  two 
years before Socrates' birth. Ten years later, he was elected 
chief magistrate and continued to be so for a generation. It 
was Pericles' gift to transmute Athenian optimism into a 
spirit of constructive energy and practical dynamism that 
swept through this city like a controlled whirlwind. Peri­
cles believed that Athenians were capable of turning their 
brains and hands to anything of which human ingenuity 
was capable-running a city and an empire, soldiering, 
naval warfare, founding a colony, drama, sculpture, paint­
ing, music, law, philosophy, poetry, oratory, education, sci­
ence-and do it better than anyone else. Do it, moreover, 
in a mood of joyful freedom. 
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It was Pericles' good fortune not only to come to power 
at exactly the right time, but to be attended by a passionate 
admirer who was also a writer and historian of genius. 
Thucydides was born in 460 B.c., making him ten years 
younger than Socrates but to all intents his contemporary, 
who died in the same year. He was the perfect historian: 
He saw events more accurately and objectively, inquired 
more pertinaciously, and recorded them more truthfully 
than any other historian of antiquity. But he also felt 
himself involved, had strong opinions, and worshipped 
Pericles-as Plato worshipped Socrates a generation 
later-because he, too, loved energy and the dynamism it 
makes possible. Whereas Churchill wrote his own history, 
Pericles-who might have done so-was cut short by the 
plague. But he had Thucydides to do it for him. Perhaps its 
highest point was the funeral oration Pericles was ap­
pointed by Athens to pronounce over his dead soldiers af­
ter the first year of the Peloponnesian War. This was a 
grand and solemn occasion, attended by the elite and the 
populace of the city. Socrates was certainly there, along­
side the dramatic poets Sophocles and Euripides, the archi­
tect-sculptor Phidias, and the painter Zeuxis. 

It was the underlying theme of Pericles' panegyric over 
the dead that human beings were not the helpless victims 
of fate but masters of their own destiny. The soldiers had 
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died defending Athens, which was the supreme human 
artifact. Then, being more explicit, he said Athens was the 
one society where justice applied equally to all, where 
men might not be equal but where social differences did 
not stop anyone getting to the top if he had enough ability. 
All Athenians voluntarily submitted to law and govern­
ment, which they ultimately controlled, and this included 
fighting to defend it and, if necessary, dying, as these sol­
diers had done. 

Athens was thus a disciplined, indeed a self-disciplined 
society, but its discipline was balanced by intellectual 
freedom. Society was open, the exercise of power trans­
parent-there was no secrecy by authority and so no sus­
picion among those who freely submitted to it. Hence 
Athenian society was a model to other Greeks-"the 
School of Hellas" -and if it controlled other cities, it did so 
on its merits, and its subjects had no reason to complain of 
its rule any more than the soldiers who died to preserve it. 
This remarkable speech was faithfully recorded by Thucy­
dides (who no doubt embellished and polished it), and it 
gave Socrates much food for thought as it raised so many 
issues on which he had strong opinions of his own, as we 
shall see. Not least, it illustrated the distinction he drew 
between oratory, which sought to persuade, and philoso-
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phy, which sought truth. That Pericles was persuasive was 
abundantly evident. But was what he said true? 

The question was all the more important in that Peri­
cles, in proclaiming his grandiose visions of Athenian hu­
manism, was not alone. He was leader of a pleiad, a cluster 
of stars, gifted men of all kinds united by their high opin­
ion of human capacity. They included the elderly Aeschy­
lus, who died in 456 B.c., five years after Pericles swept to 
power, but whose Prometheus Bound, his last, unfinished 
play, tells the story of the mythical figure punished by 
Zeus for giving mankind fire and the arts. Prometheus is 
presented as the champion of the oppressed and a highly 
independent thinker, and this grand play, enormously ex­
citing for Socrates-whose sympathies were strongly for 
and against its protagonist-was often revived in his life­
time. Also in the humanist circle was Sophocles (496-406 
B.C.) who, though a quarter century older than Socrates, 
was known to him all his life and whose Antigone (441 B.c.), 
a desperate tragedy of cruelty, suicide, and despair, shows 
humans at their noblest and is a hymn to man and woman. 
It was so successful that Pericles put the playwright on his 
ticket when he next stood as strategos, and Sophocles was 
elected general in 440 B.C., the first of many public services 
he rendered in the intervals between his writing. 
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The most important of the pleiad, both in Pericles' 
eyes and in the view of Athens generally, was Protagoras 
(485-415 B.c.), who came from Abdera in Thrace but who 
made Periclean Athens his headquarters and taught there 
as a sophist from 455 B.C. He was the chief theorist and 
articulator of the Periclean doctrine of anthropocentrism 
and is quoted by Plato in his Theaetetus as laying down the 
maxim "Man is the measure of all things." His books, On 
Truth and On the Gods, have not survived, but the second 
came as close to atheism as was possible in ancient Greece. 
He was quoted as saying, "As for the gods I have no means 
of knowing whether they exist or not. Or what they are 
like in form. Many things prevent us knowing about 
them, including the sheer difficulty of the subject, and the 
brevity of human life." Socrates, like most Athenians, was 
not happy about that or about the fact that Protagoras 
taught arete, or virtue, . to young men of rich or noble fam­
ilies, and taught it in a worldly way, as the means to "get 
on." He also charged high fees and became rich. Inevitably 
Protagoras and Socrates came to verbal blows in the fer­
tile and fascinating dialogue named after Protagoras. This 
reveals him as urbane and reasonable and Socrates as un­
worldly and reasonable, the two philosophers competing 
to proclaim "progressive" views, Protagoras being par­
ticularly innovatory. He sets forth the view that criminal 
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justice should not be guided by revenge or- retribution: 
The aim of any punishment ought to be to deter the crim­
inal and others from committing further crimes. This was 
a theme Socrates was to develop with huge historical con­
sequences, as we shall see. This dialogue is one of the best 
Plato records. I do not want to anticipate Socrates' meth­
ods of arguing and teaching, which I will come to later. 
But Protagoras posed him an unusual problem, for unlike 
most of the clever men Socrates met and debated with, 
Protagoras was highly rational, moderate and what Jane 
Austen would have called "a sensible man." His worldli­
ness, though distasteful to Socrates, bringing forth his 
most biting irony, was displayed with a disarming veneer 
of common sense as well as considerable acumen. That 
was exactly the combination Pericles valued. He ordered 
him to give public lectures on progress and, in 443 B.C., to 
draw up a working constitution for the new Athenian 
colony of Thurii. 

It was Pericles' view, reflecting a deep-rooted Athenian 
conviction, that the civilized life of a polis was a whole, 
and that the sensible citizen should, as a matter of duty to 
his city and to himself, participate in every aspect of it. 
Greek cities were planned, perhaps the first in history to 
be arranged in an intelligent and purposeful fashion. By 
the fifth century B.C.,  the Greeks had adopted the grid 
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structure developed in parts of the Middle East, and this 
made planning easier. The defensive core of the city, like 
the Acropolis of Athens, might be dictated by geography 
and geology. But within certain limits, the city could be 
made rational. All the facilities-assembly room, theater, 
lyceum (for music), the various gymnasia or schools, the 
stadium, and the agora or shopping center-were placed 
in convenient relationship to one another. And all were 
usually capable of accommodating the entire adult male 
citizenship. 

Athens was a mobile society, upward and sideways. A 
young slave called Pasion, born when Socrates was forty, 
worked hard and intelligently at the bank where he ran 
errands, won his freedom, later parlayed his way into get­
ting citizenship from the Assembly, or possibly bought it, 
and ended up the richest man in Greece, becoming un­
popular enough to merit angry speeches from Demos­
thenes and Isocrates (his famous Trapeziticus or "Speech 
Against the Banker"). Again, in Socrates' time, a champion 
wrestler became a well-known philosopher. Playwrights 
and historians became generals; and generals, historians. 
Poets became statesmen, and politicians wrote plays. An 
architect might found a colony, and a man who made 
lamps might rule the city. Plato nearly devoted his life to 
poetry. Socrates thought seriously about going into public 
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life before rejecting the idea at a sign from heaven "which 
coincided with my reason." Athens in the fifth century B.C. 
was unique in history in making it so easy for men of tal­
ent to cross professional and vocational boundaries. 

It was also unique, at least in Pericles' heyday, in blend­
ing democracy, empire, and cultural triumph, indeed tri­
umphalism. The secret was money. The Delian League, 
originally formed to fight Persia, became the basis for an 
Athenian empire of allies and colonies, each of which con­
tributed to a common treasury held in Athens. Some re­
building had taken place in the city to make good the 
damage inflicted by the Persian sacking. But Pericles, once 
installed in power, formed a scheme to use the common 
funds to rebuild Athens, especially its Acropolis, in the 
most splendid manner. The centerpiece was the erection 
of the Parthenon at the highest point of the Acropolis to 
house a gigantic gold and ivory statue of the goddess 
Athena. He claimed that the money was being spent in the 
interest of all the city-states forming the alliance, since 
Athena was the protectress of each one, and all looked to 
Athens and its glories, as Greeks still do, as epitomizing 
the Greek spirit of civilization. But others felt the money 
was being misapplied, especially whenever Athens felt the 
need to raise the tribute levied on each city. It is a common 
problem of supposedly liberal empires, whether taxes are 
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raised to benefit all, as the mother country claims, or in 
fact benefit her alone. It formed a thread of argument that 
ran through the history of the British Empire and was the 
source of Britain's dispute with the thirteen American 
colonies, leading to the Revolutionary War and the found­
ing of the United States. 

At all events, Pericles pressed ahead and spent the 
money, in the process making Athens the artistic and ar­
chitectural center of the ancient world, attracting crafts­
men, and particularly skilled stone carvers, from all over 
Greece, and beyond. This was of particular interest for 
Socrates, for it was the family trade, and tradition has it 
that both he and his father shared in the work. More likely, 
in my view, he was fascinated by the Parthenon project 
because of the technical and, indeed, philosophic prob­
lems it raised. Pericles put in overall charge of the cultural 
and building program his friend and supporter Phidias 
(490-432 B.c.), who occupied the same role in the regime 
as Michelangelo did to Pope Julius II, Charles Le Brun to 
Louis XIV, or Baron Haussmann to Napoleon III. This 
brilliant man could turn his hand to painting or building 
or anything else requiring artistic skill, judgment, and 
grand ideas, but his chief work was as a sculptor. He had 
already created a bronze statue of Athena ten meters high, 
placed on a prominent part of the Acropolis. She was 
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known as the Champion, and when the morning sun 
caught her helmet and spear tip, she could be seen by sail­
ors as they rounded Cape Sunium twenty miles away, let­
ting them know they were almost home. 

Phidias now set about making a gigantic gold and ivory 
(or chryselephantine, as it was known) representation of 
Athena, as the climax of the restored Acropolis, together 
with a suitably grand and decorative temple to house it, 
the Parthenon. The statue's face, arms, and other visible 
flesh were composed of ivory, but many parts were made 
of solid gold, some of them concealed. The function of the 
work was not only to astonish the world but to house in 
holy safety Athens's gold reserve, for the hidden parts 
could be raided in time of need. Phidias's Athena, there­
fore, was the Central Bank of the city-state, as well as its 
presiding deity. 

The Parthenon, which housed this precious cult figure, 
was the culminating masterpiece of the Doric order, a 
style of stone building that the Greeks had copied from 
pharaonic Egypt (though they would not admit it) and 
hugely improved. It was monumentally simple and, by the 
fifth century B.c., archaic and therefore suitable for a sol­
emn religious building on the largest possible scale. 

This enormous work was begun in 447 B.c. and dedi­
cated, complete, a decade later, in 438 B.C. The working 
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architect of the Parthenon was Ictinus, assisted by a man 
called Callicrates and another called Carpion. We know 
nothing of these two, but Ictinus was an able fellow, cre­
ator of the splendid Temple of Apollo at Bassae in Arcadia 
and also a writer, for he provided (according to a treatise 
on architecture written by the Roman engineer Vitruvius) 
an account of the building. 

It is a pity this work has not survived, for the Parthe­
non raised, in magnificent form, two philosophical prob­
lems, which is why it was so important to Socrates. The 
first was the way in which architects created an illusory 
tension and excitement in their buildings by almost imper­
ceptible deviations from the straight line. This art or sci­
ence is called entasis and comes from the Greek verb 
enteinein, which conveys the idea of opposing forces hold­
ing an object in their power. Greek architects of the fifth 
century B.C. would have agreed with Albert Einstein's dic­
tum on space-time: "Everything is slightly curved." By 
minute deviations from straight lines working in conjunc­
tion with arcs of wide radials in all three planes, by a slight 
upward curvature of the stylobate, echoed in the entabla­
ture, by thickened corner columns and double contrac­
tions of corner intercolumniations, and by many other 
such devices the Parthenon was made to seem more "real" 
and was given a sense of movement, of organic life. The 
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measurements involved to produce these effects had to be 
exact and added an extra dimension to the work of archi­
tects, draftsmen, carvers, and stonemasons. When Socrates 
insisted that mathematics should be used for practical pur­
poses (not the metaphysical speculations that his pupil 
Plato came to propound), the building of the Parthenon, 
which he had observed from start to finish, was exactly 
what he had in mind. 

Socrates was also fascinated, as various dialogues re­
corded by both Plato and Xenophon indicate, by the whole 
process of illusion in art, and entasis is one of its subtlest 
applications. We have to assume that Phidias, in consulta­
tion with Pericles, was responsible for what architects now 
call these "refinements," for they added considerably to 
the cost. At the Parthenon, the upward curvature in the 
east krepidoma and the batter or inverted inclination of the 
exterior planes of walls were amazing and expensive fea­
tures. Indeed this great building marked the climax of op­
tical sophistication in the architecture of antiquity. The 
deflections, while adding enormously to the difficulty of 
erecting the Parthenon, which was made throughout 
from the finest marble, greatly enhanced its beauty and 
stability, and explains why, despite the efforts of barbar­
ians, Turks, Venetian artillerymen, and others, it has 
somehow survived two and a half millennia. 
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The Parthenon was embellished, inside and out, by 
sculpture of the highest quality, under Phidias's watchful 
eye, and occasional master hand and chisel. The best of it 
was saved by Lord Elgin and can still be seen, gloriously 
displayed, in the British Museum. In its entirety it marks 
the culmination of the art of ancient Greece, and no more 
need be said here-except on one point, of great interest 
to Socrates. Greek temples were the homes of the gods, 
and their decorations, outside and within, portrayed the 
activities of immortals. That was a religious duty and an 
inflexible artistic convention. However, in the Parthenon, 
the frieze shows a procession of mortals: Athenian citizens 
moving in their ranks to honor Athena. This is the first 
and one of the few surviving examples where a gathering 
of mortal men and women, albeit for a sacred purpose, is 
represented on a Greek temple. All others portray gods or 
heroic mythology. That this innovation was deliberate and 
authorized at the highest level we cannot doubt, and it 
marked the most adventurous point of Periclean human­
ism. To Socrates it must have been the most significant 
feature of the entire cultural enterprise that Pericles 
launched. 

We look at these marble figures, in the British Museum 
and elsewhere, and admire the majestic monumentality of 
the Parthenon in respectful silence. But such images need 
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to be seen in their aural context of poetry and music. We 
should never try to conjure up the spirit of Socrates in si­
lence. The Greeks had ascended from barbarism by creat­
ing civilized, controlled, and disciplined sounds, whether 
spoken in poetry, sung in chorus, or sung solo to the ac­
companiment of various instruments, especially the 
stringed lyre and the flute, or twin-piped aulos. Greeks 
recited or sang poetry long before they learned to write 
prose, and music was a form of moral training centuries 
before their thinkers turned to ethics. 

In the fifth century B.C. the Greeks, conscious of the 
enormous emotional power of music, began to investigate 
systematically its intellectual aspects. Pythagoras, in what 
is now Italy, discovered the relationship between musical 
intervals and mathematics, and in Athens, Damon became 
almost the first to write extensively on music, especially 
about the ethical effects on people of various rhythms and 
scales. Both Damon and his teacher Prodicus were well 
known to Socrates and esteemed by him; and Plato, whom 
Socrates introduced to the whole subject of musical ethics, 
had much to say on the subject when he came to write, 
especially the Republic. 

Socrates, I suspect, had a poor musical ear. Although 
he knew that a man seeking wisdom and virtue ought to 
attend to music, he found it hard to do so. He exculpated . 
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himself by arguing that philosophy was the finest kind of 
music. In old age he aspired to learn the lyre, the instru­
ment most accessible to amateurs, as the guitar is for us 
today. He never doubted the importance of music and lis­
tened to Damon earnestly. It is significant that Damon had 
been Pericles' tutor. Music offered a unique means to in­
volve large numbers of citizens of both sexes and all ages 
in public events. There were endless religious processions, 
with singing and musical accompaniment. A special build­
ing, the Pompeian, near the Dipylon Gate of Athens, was 
erected at the spot where processions assembled. Virgins 
carried sacred implements at the head of the procession. 
Old men bore green branches. Youths led sacrificial ani­
mals. Often chariots and men on horseback followed. Mar­
shals kept order. An orchestra was part of all processions. 

Pictures on pottery-our chief window on fifth-century 
Athens-give us illuminating glimpses of ceremonial mu­
sic. A black-figure Attic amphora done thirty years before 
Socrates was born, now in the Munich Gallery of Antique 
Art, shows such a band of aulos and kithara (the profes­
sional form of lyre), barbitos (a bass lyre), and clappers­
the clapper man dancing. Instrumentalists were usually 
men-women specialized in the harp, which was too large 
to be portable-but men, women, boys, and girls sang in 
the choirs. The lyre had originally been made from the 
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shell of a tortoise, which formed the soundbox, but this 
had been replaced by wood in Socrates' day. The kithara 
was more substantial, its arms prolonging the soundbox-, 
and being big and heavy had to be held against the body, 
with a strap running over the shoulders and a band at­
tached to the left wrist to steady it. A lyre, being much 
lighter, could be played by women. We also see them on 
pottery playing the aulos. 

Only about a thousand bars of ancient Greek music has 
survived (some of them carved on rock), but Aristoxenus, 
a musical theorist born a generation after Socrates' death, 
says the notes covered three octaves and were grouped in 
five vocal headings, corresponding to bass, baritone, tenor, 
alto, and soprano, the last two often sung by children. Mu­
sic was of several different types: processionals, with a 
strong beat of various speeds; religious hymns; comic 
hymns to Dionysus called dithyrambs, sung under the in­
fluence of alcohol and male-only; and paeans, songs of 
praise to gods and goddesses and to heroes, both mythical 
and contemporary. 

The paean flourished under Pericles, who liked to add 
a triumphant, even military note to public occasions. He 
usually had himself sculpted wearing a helmet, visor 
lifted, showing his stern, handsome features: There is a 
fine Roman copy of a fifth-century-B.C. bronze original in 
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the British Museum. But thanks to his efforts, music be­
came a much more important element in Athenian life, 
and in Socrates' time we begin to hear of professional 
composers: Cinesias, Timotheus, Philoxenus, Melanip­
pides, though not one of their notes survives. Greece had 
held musical competitions for some time, at Delphi, for 
instance, for the Pythian Games: One of Pindar's odes cel­
ebrates the victory of an aulos player. But Pericles created 
the Panathenaea music festival at Athens, which included 
prizes for every kind of music, including solo singing to 
the kithara and aulos, and the solo playing of both. 
Socrates' eventual interest in music and its ethical implica­
tions reflects this increase in quality and variety. 

The dynamism of Pericles' cultural revolution likewise 
affected the theater, though it is misleading to draw any 
clear distinction between music and drama, even though 
the Athenian theater and the Odeon were two separate 
buildings, for most musical performances had dramatic 
elements, and nothing performed on the stage was with­
out a musical element, before and after and often during 
the dramatic recitations. The Greeks did not feel there was 
much difference between the rhythm of their music and 
their poetical meters. The original essence of the drama 
was the chorus, chanted or sung. The unit was not the 
metrical foot but the phrase, and poets built up phrases of 
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their choral lyrics into complex stanzas. The Greeks had 
always produced poets, long before they became literate. 
And all poetry was religious in origin: That is, it dealt with 
the actions of gods and their relations with men and 
women. Poets recited their works, which they knew by 
heart of course-a tradition still valid in England, for ex­
ample, in the days of Coleridge and Wordsworth. And the 
audience learned them by heart too, in part; sometimes 
whole, even in Socrates' day. He refers to a friend who 
could recite the whole of the Iliad. Homer's works were 
quasi-religious, the nearest equivalent the Greeks had to 
the Jewish Torah, since they not only recounted their his­
tory but taught, after a fashion, manners and morals, too. 

The theater was also religious in origin, springing 
from the cult of Dionysus. This half-human, half.animal, 
tragicomic, bibulous, and satyr-like god, springing from a 
barbarous tribal past, has no equivalent in Judea-Christian 
religion and is difficult for us to understand. Yet his hold 
on the Greek cultural imagination was very powerful, 
and the fact that Socrates had a strong facial and bodily 
resemblance to caricatures of the god was an important 
source of his fascination to Athenians, his popularity and 
his unpopularity. They could not take their eyes off him 
when he held forth. Dionysus stood for the aspect of reli­
gion we would call fundamentalist or evangelical: highly 
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emotional, noisy, singing, clapping, shouting, and danc­
ing. Its solemnity was heavily qualified by wine-drinking, 
especially by the men. The women went into ecstatic con­
vulsions and were then known as maenads. They wore hu­
man masks. This was the true origin of the drama, which 
in time bifurcated into comic and tragic performances. 

Initially music played a dominant role, and the main 
performers were the chorus. In both its moods, it was 
much closer to what we would call an oratorio than a play. 
In the original Dionysiac drama, the dithyramb to the god 
was a hymn in the form of an ode, and the action was a 
service of worship, the chorus being the Athenian people 
doing homage to their god. Gradually the Dionysiac ele­
ment diminished, then disappeared, clinging on only in 
the comedies as a species of masked buffoonery. Mean­
while plays appeared in which both the action and the lyr­
ics presented in dramatic form stories from Greek myths 
and legends that were essentially tragic, the chorus pro­
viding narrative commentary and pointing morals. There 
were religious dramas throughout Socrates' lifetime and 
well into the fourth century B.c., for the subject matter 
was the relations between humans and the gods who con­
trolled their destiny. 

Some Greeks were coming to believe in the idea of 
eternal life and the immortality of the soul-it was a cen-
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tral theme of Socrates' thinking-and the Dionysian the­
ater, certainly in its tragic form, gave a spur to these 
beliefs, as Dionysus was the Lord of Souls. Similar notions 
of eternity and soul salvation were stirring in other civi­
lized societies in the fifth century B.c., especially in Egypt 
and still more in Hebrew Palestine. The Hebrews even 
developed a form of drama as a result of these forces, a 
notable example being the Book of Job, which has sur­
vived because it found its way into the canonical writings. 
Scholars seem to think its date was around 400 B.c., the 
time of Socrates' death, when Greek tragic drama had ma­
tured but was still religious. With its mocking chorus, 
Job's dialogue with God, and its tremendous descriptions 
of the natural world, Job is essentially a play about the 
mysterious workings of God's providence, and it is poetry 
intended to be recited in public-all characteristic of 
Greek fifth-century-B.C. drama. It would be surprising if it 
was not influenced by the Greek religious theater, as were 
no doubt other Hebrew plays now lost to us. There is no 
evidence I know of that Jews visited Athens or lived there 
in Socrates' time, but plenty of Greeks lived in Palestine. 

We now see this tragic poetry of Athens, usually en­
acted first in the Theater of Dionysus, as Greece's greatest 
contribution to world literature, Homer alone excepted. It 
was changing and maturing throughout the fifth century 
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B.C. but Pericles' cultural program hugely accelerated its 
development. Competition became annual, and substan­
tial prizes were awarded. There were in consequence a 
large number of playwrights, but the stage was dominated 
by three. The earliest and historically the founder of the 
genre was Pericles' favorite, Aeschylus (525-456 B.c.), who 
had fought at the Battle of Marathon and probably Sala­
mis, too. He was a passionate Athenian religious patriot. 
He won many competitions in his lifetime, and his plays 
continued to receive prizes after his death, but only 7 out 
of 70 to 80 have survived. We have only 7 by Sophocles 
(496-406) too, though he wrote 136, and 96 secured first or 
second prizes (he was never third). Euripides (485-406) 
was more fortunate: We have the texts of 19 of his plays 
out of 92, and he, too, won prizes. 

According to Aristotle, who wrote at length about the 
theater, it was invented by Thespis, a sixth-century writer 
who introduced a solo actor who alternated with the cho­
rus. Aeschylus built on this innovation and had two ac­
tors, three in his late plays, though it was Sophocles who 
brought in the third actor. Soon there were four or more, 
and as the actors multiplied, the role of the chorus, origi­
nally dominant, declined. It became a mere episode be­
tween scenes, like our curtain, and by the end of the fifth 
century B.c. had ceased to have anything to do with the 
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play, being a mere musical punctuation mark. The reli­
gious element declined, too, after the death of Aeschylus, 
and the mythical heroes and heroines were developed 
into real-life characters. Sophocles and, still more, Eurip­
ides invented episodes, and toward the end of the century 
a new playwright, Agathon, who won his first victory in 
416 B.c., when still a young man, invented entire plays, 
such as his Antheus, though only forty of his lines have 
survived. Plato's Symposium about Socrates was to cele­
brate this victory. 

In Socrates' day there was no such thing as a purpose­
built theater, like the magnificent one at Epidaurus, with 
its superb acoustics, which allow someone in the back row 
to hear whispers on the stage. Everything took place in 
broad daylight, though some scenes were set at night. 
Sophocles introduced stage scenery, and soon actors en­
tered and left through doors, though there was no upper 
stage until the fourth century, after Socrates' death. Plays 
were taken with increasing seriousness and great efforts 
were made to judge the competitions fairly. Athens was 
divided into ten districts (originally tribes), and names of 
winners from each were sealed in an urn. But Plato says 
that decisions of judges were usually determined by the 
amount of applause from the audience. 

It is dear that Socrates, Plato, and later Aristotle were 
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deeply concerned in theatrical developments, and there 
was a special reason for this. Greek tragedy in the fifth 
century showed a growing interest in human nature, in 
character and behavior under stress. While Aeschylus 
tends to present types-though there are notable individu­
als too-Sophocles specialized in noble individuals under 
appalling pressures, and Euripides often investigates un­
usual or extreme mentalities. What Athenians were be­
ginning to see on the stage were not just bodies but 
embodied souls. This was very much Socrates' world, for 
he was a psychologist as well as a philosopher. But in gen­
eral, tragic playwrights and philosophers were moving in 
the same territory, and it is not surprising that Plato, when 
still much influenced by Socrates, almost became a tragic 
poet. He would have made a good one. We know that 
Socrates as an old man wrote poetry, though none has sur­
vived. But we are told that a play by Euripides was "patched 
up" by him. A man who could successfully doctor a work 
by a leading playwright obviously was a constant playgoer 
and thoroughly familiar with the medium. 

Socrates, thanks to his Dionysiac appearance, sense of 
irony, wit, and critical approach to almost every aspect of 
life, was obviously a man capable of patching up a comedy, 
too, though there is no evidence he ever did so. Primitives, 
not only in Greece, like pretending to be somebody else in 
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public, and doing grotesque, obscene, and comic things 
they would not dare to do in normal life. We know from 
inscriptions that a humorous adult male chorus was an 
archaic element in Athens's Dionysiac feasting. An Attic 
black figure amphora from the sixth century B.c. shows 
men disguised as horses, mounted by other men, masked, 
with an accompanying flute player. Another, later one 
shows them dressed as birds. Vases from this time show 
dancing men wearing phalluses, and a krater from Corinth 
displays masked dancers with giant bellies strapped on. 
Enormous phalluses were carried in Dionysiac proces­
sions, and Aristotle writes of bawdy, comic verses, crude 
sex jokes, and what he calls "phallic songs"-he says they 
were still "customary to many cities," but no longer in 
Athens, which had become too sophisticated. Another fea­
ture was the crude abuse of audiences. This is a ploy used 
in our own day by American comics, and it was the great 
stock-in-trade of Aristide Briand, the Montmartre night­
club singer, lovingly drawn by Toulouse-Lautrec. The Old 
Comedy of the fifth century B.C., as historians call it, would 
have struck us as more like charades or a variety show 
than a play. There were lots of talking animals as in chil­
dren's stories and folklore. 

Aristophanes (445-385 a.c.), about whom we know lit­
tle, though he figures in the famous Socratic dinner party 
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recorded by Plato, transformed this theatrical ragbag of 
tricks into satiric plays, of which eleven survive (plus the 
titles and fragments of thirty-two more). Part of a play of 
his called The Banqueters, written when he was eighteen, 
survives, and it won a second prize. In the next two years, 
426 and 425, he won first prize with the Babylonians (lost) 
and Acharnians, the first play of his to survive. This is 
about war and peace and is intended to be serious, though 
there are comic elements. Aristophanes, though classed as 
a comic playwright, in fact always hovers precariously be­
tween huge exaggerations of actual events and real people, 
and buffoonery. He is really a satirist, in the proper sense 
of the term. Knights (424 B.c.), the first play he produced 
himself (hitherto he had been classed as too young under 
the rules) and which, probably for this reason, won the 
first prize, was an attack on the reigning demagogue, 
Cleon. Wasps (422) is a satire on the Athenian jury system. 
Peace (421) is an antiwar play in which a giant beetle draws 
Peace from a cavern where she has been imprisoned. Ly­

sistrata (411) is also antiwar, and both it and Thesmophori­
azusae, produced the same year, show women taking over. 
Frogs (405), another first-prize winner, is about the sad 
plight (in his view) of Athenian drama and literature gen­
erally, featuring Aeschylus, Euripides, and others. 
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Aristophanes' almost exact equivalent in English 
drama is Ben Jonson, whom we know learned from these 
old Greek plays. They deal with real as well as imaginary 
people, actual events, and current customs, usually pre­
sented in a grotesquely exaggerated form. He took on 
some very unpleasant and powerful people, such as Cleon, 
and it is amazing to me that he escaped prosecution, exile, 
or death: Perhaps he was lucky that Cleon, who certainly 
attacked him publicly, was killed in battle. 

In 423 Aristophanes produced Clouds, an attack on 
Athenian sophists, intellectuals, and philosophers gener­
ally, with particular attention paid to Socrates, who is re­
ally the chief character. We have it only in a revised form, 
which was not produced, and what the original and actual 
production was like we do not know exactly. It played 
badly, and the play as we have it seems to me crude, im­
plausible, and dull, though it can be, and has been, success­
fully produced in modern times. Like other Aristophanes 
works, it lends itself to ingenious direction. It bears no re­
lation to the real Socrates and his views or the actual life 
he lived but presents him as a very unpleasant and wicked 
man. Why, then, did Plato in his Symposium present 
Socrates and Aristophanes as friends, and the latter as an 
attractive person? I can only suppose that Aristophanes 
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knew Socrates only by malicious hearsay at the time he. 
wrote Clouds and that his views changed dramatically 
once they met and talked. Socrates bore no grudge. He 
said of attacks on him in the theater: "If the criticism is 
just, I must try to reform myself. If it's untrue, it doesn't 
matter." 

Aristophanes was deeply and strongly critical of Peri­
cles in Acharnians. This was only to be expected in view of 
his personal opinions. For his evident hatred of war was 
created by the unhappiness, destruction, and slaughter 
that Pericles' imperialism and vainglory made inevitable. 
Behind its cultural achievements lay a presumption of 
Athens's right to control the Greek world, and that led in­
evitably to a struggle with Sparta that could only end in 
her destruction, or that of Athens. As Pericles himself said, 
Greece was not big enough for both. The Peloponnesian 
War, which was to settle, once and for all, which was to be 
the paramount Greek power, began in 431 B.C., and Peri­
cles' famous oration was delivered the following year. 
That marked the acme of his influence. Thereafter it was 
downhill. 

In 430 B.c., almost certainly as a direct result of the 
war, Athens was afflicted by the worst plague in her his­
tory. Thousands died. Pericles' own family was devas­
tated. The plague broke the morale of Athens. It was seen 
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as the punishment of the gods for their neglect by the Peri­
clean power. It is true that their humanism came close to 
atheism in the minds of many. His favorite philosoph�r, 
Anaxagoras, was seen as impious for his cosmology and 
cosmogony. Phidias, his cultural commissar, was blamed 
for his depiction of human figures in the frieze of the Par­
thenon. Protagoras's dictum that "Man is the measure of 
all things" was held to be a plain declaration of disbelief in 
divinity. Thucydides, the historian of the regime, was al­
ready known for denying the gods any role in the march 
of great events. At the end of the plague year, the revulsion 
of popular feeling drove Pericles from office. He was tried 
for embezzlement of public funds and fined. The next 
spring, public opinion swung round again. He was once 
more elected strategos and tried to rebuild his position. But 
it seems he had caught the plague germs, which under­
mined his strength and now humbled his proud spirit. He 
died of it six months after being reelected, and men said it 
was a punishment. There was a witch hunt of his entou­
rage. Phidias had been prosecuted for stealing public gold 
when making his giant statue of Athena. He was acquitted 
but was then arraigned for impiety and put in prison, 
where he died. Protagoras and Anaxagoras were likewise 
hounded, and enemies even indicted Pericles' mistress As­
pasia (about whom more will be said), though she won 
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acquittal. By 428 B.c., the brilliant group of humanists who 
had run and adorned Athens in the name of man had been 
broken up and dispersed. 

Socrates survived the plague, something his friends 
noted with surprise. While many fled the city or kept to 
their houses, Socrates continued his usual practice of 
walking the streets and talking to all, regardless of possi­
ble contagion. The fact that he escaped was taken as a trib­
ute to his generally healthy life and exercises. By now he 
was forty, a middle-aged man and becoming, in his own 
way, an Athenian celebrity. It is time for us to turn to his 
work and in particular his idiosyncratic methods of prac­
ticing philosophy. 
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T
he onset and ravages of the plague, the death of 
Pericles, the decline of his regime and the suspen­
sion of his cultural program, the prosecution of 

his leading followers, and the general malaise in Athens, 
had a personal effect on Socrates. They forced him to pon­
der seriously his function in life. He had always been a 
thinker and enjoyed talking and debating with fellow 
Athenians. But he had never had a job. Now he began to 
feel he had a mission. The age of Pericles had been admi­
rable in many ways: It had encouraged architecture and 
building, painting and pottery, music and the theater, as 
well as manufacturing and commerce and the useful arts. 
But there was something missing. It was all very well to 
reiterate its slogan, "Man is the measure of all things," and 
to insist that human beings were not helpless playthings of 
the gods but masters of their fate. But what sort of a person 
was man? The Pericleans were eager to improve art and 
technology in all their aspects, and had to a great extent 
succeeded in doing so. But what about improving man? 
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Was it possible? And if so, how? It seemed to Socrates that 
these questions were never asked and ought to be asked. 

It was not that clever and thoughtful Greeks were idle. 
On the contrary. They asked questions all the time. But 
they tended to concentrate on the world, and the distant 
worlds-or whatever they were-in the sky. The Greeks 
called it the cosmos, and enquiry centered on how it 
worked, cosmology, and how it was originally created, 
cosmogony. As a young man, Socrates engaged in such 
questioning himself He inherited a considerable body of 
knowledge, or as he came to see, pseudo-knowledge. 
There were, for instance, a group of wise inquirers in Io­
nian Greece, to the east, especially in Miletus. Such were 
Thales, active around 580 B.C. , over a century before 
Socrates, his pupil Anaximander, and his pupil Anaxi­
menes. Thales, who was possibly a Hebrew, or Semitic, 
was later called by Aristotle the founder of the physical 
sciences. He used the Egyptian system of land measure­
ment to invent the technique of geometry. He was said to 
have foretold the solar eclipse that occurred during the 
Battle of the Halys (May 28, 585 B.c.). He was a polymath 
who drew snatches of exact knowledge from the accumu­
lated wisdom of the Semitic world, but his conjectures 
were eccentric. He believed, for instance, that magnets 
have souls. He thought the earth floated on water. 
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Anaximander wrote the first treatise on, the cosmos, 
which has survived, though only in fragments. He con­
ceived it as a unity, operating under laws, with the moon 
and the sun moving in cycles. He was the first to draw a 
map of the earth. He invented the gnomon for astronomic 
observation. Like Darwin, he believed that man and ani­
mals evolved. He answered the question, "If the earth 
rests on water, what supports the water?" by answering 
that it was not necessary because it lay at the center and at 
equal distance from everything, so was held in tension: 
everything is in conflict and tension, and this is the prin­
ciple of universal stability, an argument often described as 
the first example of a priori reasoning in science. He was 
aware of the sheer size of things and introduced terms for 
"unlimited" and "the infinite." But his follower Anaxi­
menes rejected the water explanation and substituted air, 
which when dense became fire or winds or clouds and was 
subject to condensation. Another Easterner, Heraclitus of 
Ephesus, expanded the tension theory, noting that this 
was exactly how the bow and the lyre worked, an example 
of the close observation and shrewd deductions of which 
these early Greek philosopher-scientists were capable. To 
him, the principle of tension was signified by the logos, the 
symbol of eternity. It was also transcendent wisdom and 
the elemental fire. He was of royal blood but gave over the 
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throne to his brother so he could write his Treatise, dealing 
with the logos. A fragment reads: 

God is day and night, winter and summer, war and 
peace, plenty and famine, all the opposites which 
sustain things. Men are foolish creatures who must 
subject themselves to the logos or law . . . .  The peo­
ple must fight for the law, as for a defensive wall, for 
all human laws are nourished by the divine, which 
is one. 

He also wrote: "We ought to grasp that war is com­
mon and natural, as is justice which is strife, that all things 
come about in accordance with strife and what must be." 
His best-known saying is "You cannot step twice into the 
same river." But what does it mean? In antiquity he was 
known as Heraclitus the Obscure. When Euripides gave 
Socrates his works, Socrates commented, "What I under­
stand is splendid. What I do not understand may be good 
too. But it would take a deep-sea diver to get to the bottom 
ofit." 

On the other hand, there were the Greek seers who 
lived in what is now Italy and were later known as the 
Westerners. Parmenides and Zeno lived in Elea and were 
also called Eleatics. They were systematic arguers and 

76 



So.crates 

were the fir�t to produce the kind of consequential series 
of deductions that are still in use today in learned circles. 
Parmenides in particular invented and honed philosophic 
tools and reflected on the term to be-what can be known 
must be-and nothing else can be-all expressed in a 
poem set in hexameters, chunks of which survive. He was 
between fifty and sixty years older than Socrates. Dem­
ocritus was Socrates' contemporary, and his theory that 
the universe was composed of infinitely small, undiffer­
entiated pieces of matter, which he called atoms, and that 
their changing positions produce the visible compounds 
of the world identified by our senses still holds good, in 
part at least. His work was typical of the way in which the 
early Greeks identified portions of truth, tension and at­
omism, for example, but mixed them with speculative 
ideas we find nonsensical. Democritus, for example, 
thought the soul was composed of fine, round atoms and 
was as perishable as the body. Zeno was a superb arguer 
but thought that, properly speaking, there was no motion 
andno plurality. 

The Greeks had the gift of seeing concrete substances 
in abstract terms-hence their mastery of geometry and 
their complex ideas about the universe, achievements cer­
tainly denied to the Egyptians and even, on the whole, to 
the Hebrews. The difficulty was that they possessed nei-
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ther the instrumentation nor the knack of engaging in 
empirical investigations. They could observe, but they did 
not experiment, except by accident. Pythagoras began the 
systematic study of numbers and, among other innova­
tions, introduced the number ten, and in due course his 
work became of incalculable value to science. But when 
Socrates was a young man and explored, as he later said, 
the limits of scientific knowledge, he could not see any 
way of pushing them further. The cosmos was mute. It 
could be seen but could not speak. Above all, it could not 
answer questions. 

That, to Socrates, was the great objection to work on 
the external world. He was the Great Question Master. 
His deepest instinct was to interrogate. The dynamic im­
pulse within him was to ask and then use the answer to 
frame another question. At an early age-in his twenties, 
most likely-he saw that science, or the investigation of 
the external world, was, for him at least, unprofitable. But 
the investigation of the internal world of man was some­
thing he could do and wanted to do. He had always been 
accustomed to walk the streets of Athens, to dawdle in the 
Agora, to take exercise in its suburban parks and gardens, 
and always to study the activities of people working in 
these places: tanners, metalworkers, shopkeepers, water 
sellers, hucksters, barrow folk, scribes (for in his day pro-
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fessional writers were just beginning to produce scrolls for 
sale), and money changers. Walking to Piraeus, the port, 
or in the countryside surrounding Athens, he observed 
sailors, farmers, horse trainers, and men and women 
working in vineyards, olive groves, and dairies. All these 
people had tongues in their heads, and he gradually dis­
covered they were happy to use them. So he asked them 
questions, and they answered. Neighbors and colleagues 
joined in. There is abundant testimony that Socrates had 
charm. He got on with people of all kinds and classes, 
from lowest to highest. He joked. He smiled. He never got 
angry. He was polite. He made the people he questioned, 
and cross-questioned, feel important, and he seemed to 
find their answers valuable. 

Once Socrates found he could do this, his reason told 
him that it was his work in life. And an inner voice con­
firmed this. People said, "You seem to have a gift for talk­
ing to people, Socrates, and getting their opinions. You 
ought to go in for public life, and stand for office." But his 
inner voice said no. It never told him what to do, but it was 
emphatic, he said, in telling him what not to do. It coun­
seled strongly against a political career: "My voice and my 
reason," he said, "agreed against politics." Snatches of his 
sayings about his work have come down to us. "I believe 
God ordered me to live philosophizing, examining myself 
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and others." "To practice philosophy has been indicated to 
me by God, through divination, dreams, and every other 
means by which divine orders have told anyone to do any­
thing." Of the physical sciences, he remarked "I have no 
share in them." But philosophy was the theater of reason, 
and "I am the sort of person who is persuaded by nothing 
except those propositions which appear the best when I 
reason." 

Socrates was not the only person practicing forms of 
philosophy in Athens. Far from it. There was a tribe of 
persons who engaged in intellectual instruction, some 
born in Athens but others itinerant, coming from all over 
Magna Graecia but tending to settle in Athens because 
there was more money there and more young men of high 
or wealthy birth to engage their services. These teachers 
were called Sophists. They charged high fees and some 
became rich. They taught a variety of skills but chiefly 
rhetoric or the art of persuasion, equally valuable in the 
law court or the council chamber or the Assembly. Some 
were more high-minded than others, but as a class, they 
were far from popular. Toward the end of the century, 
when things went badly for Athens, they were blamed for 
encouraging reckless young men to go into public life and 
equipping them with skills that enabled them to attract 
followers and so get the City into trouble. Aristophanes 
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attacked them in Clouds before he got to know Socrates, 
and when he thought he was one of them, a mistake made 
by some others. But all those who actually knew Socrates, 
especially if they engaged in argument with him, realized 
that he was not a Sophist in any sense. In the first place, he 
never charged fees. He did not even engage to instruct 
anyone particularly in anything, and "he never gave a pub­
lic lecture in his life." What he had to say he gave gratis, 
but in any case, as most of his time was spent asking ques­
tions, he could not easily be described as a tutor or teacher 
of any kind. Moreover, the last thing he wanted to impart 
was the basic stock-in-trade of the Sophists' worldly wis­
dom, how to "get on." What he taught, in so far as he con­
sciously taught anything, was goodness. Aristotle, who 
knew all about Socrates' work from Plato, wrote: "Socrates 
occupied himself with ethics, and not at all with nature as 
a whole." 

Far from teaching gilded youth how to dominate the 
Assembly or persuade Athenian voters to elect them strat­
egos, Socrates liked to talk to people of all classes and oc­
cupations. He said, "I am a universalist," using a word just 
coming into common currency. Cicero, who had read 
Plato but who also had access to many works lost to us, 
summed up Socrates better than anyone else. "Socrates," 
he wrote, "was the first to call Philosophy down from the 
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skies, and establish her in the towns, and introduce her 
into people's homes, and force her to investigate ordinary 
life, ethics, good and evil." To this Plutarch added: "He 
was the first person to demonstrate that life is open to phi­
losophy, at all times, in every part, among all kinds of 
people, and in every experience and activity." Of course, as 
Socrates became known, affluent young men sought him 
out. He was invited to symposia or dinner parties, which 
inevitably were attended by the well-to-do. Plato, who 
knew Socrates during the last ten years or so of his life, 
when he was a celebrity of sorts and much sought after in 
rich homes, tends to overemphasize this side and stage of 
his life, just as Boswell does of Dr. Johnson's. In reading 
Plato's record of Socrates' dialogues, it is important to re­
member that Plato, an aristocrat on both sides of his fam­
ily, did not share Socrates' spirit of democratic give-and-take 
and classlessness. It is important to imagine Socrates argu­
ing with ship captains in Epirus, or market-gardeners in 
the suburbs or men who made swords and shields in the 
Athenian workshops. 

Socrates went about Athens talking to people, mainly 
asking them questions, all his life. He was always inter­
ested in trades and occupations and how they were con­
ducted, not least in trade secrets, as they were, and are, 
called. No doubt his questions always began with the 
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man's or woman's duties and only gradually went on to 
more complex matters of beliefs and morals and opinions. 
Like Dr. Johnson, he was extremely interested in how 
things were done by experts. Craftsmanship fascinated 
him. He accumulated a good deal of information, like Dr. 
Johnson, concerning products and processes. We would 
call this knowledge. But Socrates did not. By knowledge he 
meant wisdom or insight, and he always disclaimed pos­
sessing any. He seems to have felt he knew nothing about 
the things that really mattered. When his friend Chaere­
phon, while visiting the Oracle of Delphi, asked if any man 
was wiser than Socrates, the answer came: "There is 
none." When told about this, Socrates was not flattered 
but puzzled. He eventually concluded that what the Ora­
cle meant was that his wisdom consisted in knowing his 
own ignorance. Others, including the Sophists, had no 
more wisdom than he had but would not admit it. The 
oracular judgment had the effect of spurring him on to 
continue and extend his inquiries, and engage in them 
more seriously and systematically. In the Theaetetus Plato 
has Socrates-who obviously got the idea from his moth­
er's work-compare himself to a midwife. He cannot 
teach Wisdom because he has none, and he cannot give 
birth to Wisdom any more than he can give birth to a 
child. But if someone else has Wisdom within him, or her, 
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he can assist, by his questioning, and help them to give 
birth to the truth they carry within their minds and hearts. 

Plato called this questioning dialectic, and went on to 
refine and develop it himself. The usual term is elenchus, 
the word for the questioning the barrister offered in court 
to extract information from a witness who might be reluc­
tant to give or, more likely, did not even know he pos­
sessed. Socrates' approach to this process was ironic, a 
mode he invented or certainly popularized. Irony is one of 
the most difficult terms to define, but is almost in itself the 
measure of an advanced civilization: The fact that one of 
the best-known characters in mid-fifth-century-B.c. Athens 
habitually used it shows how far the Greeks had already 
moved in sophistication and subtlety. The Oxford English 
Dictionary defines irony as "A figure of speech in which the 
intended meaning is the opposite of that expressed by the 
words used; usually taking the form of sarcasm or ridicule 
in which laudatory expressions are used to imply condem­
nation or contempt." That is a fair try but actually less 
clear, and less succinct, than Dr. Johnson's Dictionar y: 
"Mode of speech in which the meaning is contrary to the 
words." He was following Quintilian, the famous first­
century-A.D. Roman teacher of rhetoric: "A figure of speech 
in which something contrary to what is said is to be under­
stood." Socrates was the only person he cited as a master of 
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the art. Macaulay, in his e�say on Bacon, suggests that to 
witness irony you should listen to the abuse exchanged in 
a London traffic jam: "A drayman, in a passion, calls out 
'You are a pretty fellow,' without suspecting he is uttering 
irony." It is one of the fascinating facts about irony that it 
is often used instinctively by uneducated people unaware 
of their skill. That does not necessarily mean, unfortu­
nately, that they recognize it when used by others. The 
great radical politician Aneurin Bevan once said to me, 
"Never use irony in politics. Whenever I have done so it 
has got me into trouble. A lot of your hearers always take 
you literally." He added, "It makes no difference how 
heavy your irony is, and how obvious it is to you. It is not 
obvious to them." 

This was a warning Socrates might have done well to 
heed, for irony was a critical element in his eventual in­
dictment and condemnation. But of course he would have 
taken no notice of the warning. Irony was inseparable 
from his intellectual personality, in public or in private. He 
could not function as an articulate human being without 
resorting to it, often. Its commonest form, in his case, was 
to say, "I am an ignorant fellow. I know nothing. That is 
why I ask so many questions<' This was a disarming tactic, 
whether he was in the company of clever young aristocrats 
or Athenian workmen. They might de

1

tect an element of 
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irony but they never knew how much, and in any case they 
took it as a compliment. It was a sure way of getting them 
to open up. However, although the tactic worked with 
some, it failed with others. Not that they took Socrates 
literally. Rather, they thought him deliberately deceptive. 
They saw the use of irony as low cunning. It is curious that 
Aristophanes, who used irony himself, unaware that 
Socrates had started the game, in Clouds, written before he 
met him, never shows him using irony, except as lying. 
Plato, in the Republic, shows Socrates violently attacked by 
Thrasymachus, the Sophist, for his "habitual shamming." 
He saw Socrates' irony as a clever cover for his quite genu­
ine ignorance or confusion and his inability to give sincere 
answers to perfectly proper questions. Sometimes, too, the 
irony was censured as mock modesty. Thus in the Gorgias 
dialogue of Plato, there is this exchange with Callicles. 
Socrates: "Since by 'better,' you don't mean 'stronger,' tell 
me again what you mean. And teach me more gently, ad­
mirable man, so that I won't run away from your school." 
Callicles: 'You are mocking me." 

Some people found Socrates' ironic tone puzzling sim­
ply because it was part of his apparently lighthearted ap­
proach, in which quite straightforward jests and fun 
played a part. Alcibiades refers to Socrates' "endless ironiz­
ing and jesting." There is a distinction here, but also a con-
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fusion. Socrates seems to have felt that ano_ther missing 
element in Periclean Athens was a sense of humor. Or 
rather, though the tragedies of the Big Three, and the 
comedies of Aristophanes (and others), presented the two 
sides of the human predicament, the distinction was too 
formal and absolute, as though the impresarios at the The­
ater of Dionysus were to say to the audience, "Today we 
are going to make you weep," or "Today we are giving you 
a good laugh." Whereas, Socrates felt, what was required 
was the ability, which he possessed, to slip deftly and al­
most imperceptibly from seriousness to laughter and back 
again-the essence of sophisticated communion. 

Socrates' use of humor is perfectly illustrated by Eliza­
beth Bennet in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice: "I hope I 
never ridicule what is wise or good. But follies and non­
sense, whims and inconsistencies do divert me, I own, and 
I laugh at them whenever I can." Socrates said almost ex­
actly the same thing. He insisted, "I never jest at the sa­
cred." But "all the mortal world" was fair game. And he 
switches from one mood to another without a noisy 
change of gear. The best way to grasp, and appreciate, 
Socrates' methods is to read the texts that have come 
down to us, especially the score of Socrates' dialogues re­
corded by Plato. They cannot give us the pleasure of lis­
tening to Socrates' voice, which was melodious, the 
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essence of courtesy, patience, sensitivity, and calmness, 
but they do to some extent show how his mind worked, 
especially its combination of lighthearted flexibility and 
high seriousness. 

He valued words, and the first thing he tried to instill 
was the need to use them with care. That meant defining 
them. Aristotle said Socrates was the first to make a point 
of definitions. What he liked was to take a subject-love, 
piety, friendship, reason, etc.-and ask someone to begin 
by defining it. Thus in Laches he tackles courage. Laches 
thinks this an easy one. "If anyone stands his place, and 
defends himself from the enemy and does not fly, he is 
courageous." Socrates agrees but then asks, "What about 
the Scythians, who fight just as furiously when they fly as 
when they are pursuing?" "Yes, but that is cavalry. I was 
talking about the heavy infantry of Greece, who do as I 
say, and are brave." "Except for the Spartans. At Plataea, 
they were not willing to remain and fight them, but fled. 
Then, when the Persians broke ranks, they rallied, and 
fought like cavalry, and thus won the battle." "True." "Of 
course," said Socrates, "you did not answer correctly be­
cause I did not put the question correctly. I should have 
made it much broader, asking about not only soldiers in 
battle, but sailors at sea and in storms, and those who 
show fortitude in sickness, poverty, in politics, against 
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pain or fear-there are surely some men, Laches, who are 
brave in these things?" "Surely." "Try again, then, to tell 
me what exactly is that bravery which is the same in all 
these?" And so on. Socrates helps him by trying to define 
the element of swiftness common in running races, play­
ing on the harp, speaking, and learning. Laches eventually 
tries to define bravery as "endurance of the soul." But 
Socrates and he agree that not every kind of endurance 
involves bravery. Laches also, prompted by Socrates, says 
that endurance existing in conjunction with what is pru­
dent, admirable, and good, "is more likely to be a form of 
bravery. But what if bravery subsists with folly? Is not this 
hurtful and evil working? And can bravery, though seem­
ingly admirable, coexist with folly? Is not what you are 
saying, that only prudent bravery can be truly admirable?" 
The dialogue continues, embracing medicine and the 
treatment of inflammation of the lungs, the estimation of 
numbers in deciding when to fight a battle, the relative 
bravery of men in cavalry combat who are experts on 
horses, and those who are not, the use and misuse of bold­
ness, the kind of bravery needed to pursue an argument, 
such as this one. Socrates then brings in Nicias, who de­
fines bravery as "the science relating to dread and daring, 
both in war and in all other things." Laches: "How ab­
surdly he talks . . . .  He is a trifler." Socrates: "Let us then 
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teach, but not revile him." Then they get back to medi­
cine, and on to agriculture, and the fear of dying, and 
prophecy, and many other matters. The discussion ends 
without conclusion or rancor but with an agreement to 
meet the next morning. 

Laches is a characteristic early dialogue, in which 
Socrates, not Plato, is in charge and animating the whole. 
When you try to condense and epitomize such a work, 
you realize how hard it is to understand the dialogue as a 
whole-that is, presenting a discussion in readable and 
comprehensible form, which had probably taken place 
over many hours, perhaps days, and had often been con­
fused, running off at a tangent, irrelevant or at times 
pointless, and all this without recording devices or, most 
probably, secretarial help. We must assume that Plato 
shortened many of the exchanges, and rationalized, clari­
fied, and sharpened the contributions, including Socrates' 
own. The wonder is that he still emerges from these early 
discussions as a definite character and that his purpose in 
holding them can be grasped. Plato was a great artist, and 
at this stage in his career was still an artist aiming at veri­
similitude. 

What, then, was Socrates' purpose? It should be under­
stood that there were in his day, have been ever since, and 
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are likely to be in the future two fundamentally distinct 
kinds of philosophers. The first tells you what to think; the 
second, how to think. Socrates belongs to the seco1?-d 
group, emphatically, though (as we have already seen and 
shall see again) he had opinions, too. He was interested in 
people, rather than ideas, and keenly anxious to discover 
how people think and whether they can be encouraged to 
think more clearly and usefully. His methods in cross­
questioning his subjects demonstrate time and again what 
he is up to. He wants to show that on almost any topic­
not least the big ones he tackles, like justice, friendship, 
courage, virtue as a whole-the received opinion is nearly 
always faulty and often wholly wrong. He asks a simple 
question, gets the usual answer, and then proceeds to 
show, using further questions springing from a vast reper­
toire of occupations, history both human and natural, and 
literature, that the usual answer not only fails to fit all the 
contingencies implicit in the question but also contradicts 
analytical reason at its highest or even common sense at 
its lowest. Socrates was always suspicious of the obvious, 
and he can nearly always show that the obvious is untrue, 
and the truth is very rarely obvious. The way he does this 
is the substance of the discussion and gives it its excite­
ment and dynamism. Reaching a conclusion is not the 
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object. The object, rather, is teaching the people to whom 
he is talking how to think and, not least, how to think for 
themselves. 

Each session, therefore, embodies a lesson, and the un­
derlying assumption is that the lesson is learned only when 
the young men (or others) to whom he is talking can carry 
on in the same way, on other topics, when Socrates is not 
around to steer, coax, nag, bully, and guide them. What is 
particularly liberating about Socrates and is just as rele­
vant today as in the fifth century B.c., is his hostility not 
just to the "right answer" as to the very idea of there being 
a right answer. He would have been particularly opposed 
to the modern system, used in every kind of bureaucratic 
form-filling and increasingly in examination papers at all 
levels of the education system, of asking people not to give 
their answers to a question, but to examine various an­
swers and pick the right one. This denial of independent 
thought by individuals was exactly the kind of mentality 
he spent his life in resisting. Of course, by teaching people, 
especially young men (often from influential families) to 
think for themselves, Socrates was treading a dangerous 
path. Athens (for most of the time) was a democracy of 
sorts and a free, certainly a liberal, society. But its institu­
tions rested on consensus and to some degree were pre­
carious, especially if the consensus was not forthcoming. 
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It was one thing to have the Assembly swayed by rhetoric. 
Allowance could be made for that. But if each citizen 
thought for himself, was taught to distrust the received 
wisdom and even to reject the notion of a correct answer 
to problems, then getting the consensus, especially the 
right consensus, would prove to be hard, if not impossible. 
In my view, this was a powerful consideration, which led 
to criticism of Socrates' activities among the young and, in 
a time of crisis, to his prosecution, conviction, and death. 

But we will come to all that later. What is worth ob­
serving now is that, even in the early dialogues, when 
Plato is producing the real, actual, and historic Socrates 
and recording accurately what he said, the thought was 
stirring in his mind that there were dangers in teaching 

. clever young men to be intellectually independent. Per­
haps already, even when listening to Socrates talk or when 
first setting it down, there was stirring in Plato's mind the 
idea of his Republic, the utopian state that would be im­
mune to such threats because it was protected from rash 
and impetuous thinking by a powerful consensus of 
guardians. 

We can be in absolutely no doubt that Socrates would 
have disliked and disapproved of the republic Plato wanted 
to bring into being. Indeed the two men were very differ­
ent in almost every respect, and it is one of the great para-
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<loxes of history that they came together, the one to found, 
the other to record, the beginning of true philosophy. In 
youth, Plato hero-worshipped Socrates; in his maturity, 
he repudiated him without appearing to do so to the inat­
tentive reader or perhaps without knowing himself what 
exactly he was doing. Socrates, to begin with, was a con­
servative radical, while Plato was a radical conservative. 
Socrates was open to any idea that could leap over the 
various barriers of logical proof that formed a racecourse 
in his mind. He was conservative in that he respected old 
customs concerning gods and heroes and others cherished 
by the public, for he did not wish to put ordinary people 
off the essential truths by a foolish desire to demolish ines­
sential myths. He was a conservative radical precisely be­
cause he was a moderate, genial, ·sensitive, and generous 
human being. Plato, on the other hand, was inclined to 
transform natural conservative instincts, which sprang 
from the empirical wisdom of ordinary people, into a spe­
cific ideology, which inevitably moved from a humane 
traditionalism into absolutist dogma. It is no wonder that 
Karl Popper, in his The Open Society and Its Enemies, identi­
fied Plato as the ultimate progenitor of the twentieth­
century totalitarian state, even though this argument is 
open to serious objections. I suspect that if Socrates had 
been able to read the Republic and to assess its influence 
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through the twentieth century, he might have been even 
more severe than Popper. 

T hat there was a widening bifurcation between 
Socrates and Plato is one of the most obvious facts in the 
history of philosophy. Exactly when it occurred in the Pla­
tonic oeuvre and which dialogues can be described as So­
cratic or mainly Socratic or mainly Platonic or wholly 
Platonic has been debated by scholars for generations. I 
prefer a broad-brush approach that makes a general con­
trast between the Socratic and Platonic mentalities and 
then counsels the reader to study the dialogues and make 
up his or her own mind. This, I think, would be the So­
cratic approach. 

Well, then: Socrates was a sensible, practical, down-to­
earth man, interested in usefulness, not perfection, and 
inclined to make allowances for the infinite variety of hu­
man nature. He was not a poet but a master of spoken 
prose. Plato was a poet. Worse, a frustrated poet. He was 
in parts of his being a visionary, a mystic, a transcendental­
ist. He believed in the transmigration of souls. He thought 
the soul was a repository of inherent knowledge, which 
could be rediscovered. He believed in transcendent forms 
as opposed to individual objects. Socrates believed in none 
of these notions. 

The great Socrates scholar Gregory Vlastos, who has, 
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in my opinion, written the best book on the subject, 
Socrates: Ironist and Moral Philosopher (Cambridge, reprinted 
1997), has listed ten key ways in which the real Socrates 
differed from the artificial creation labeled Socrates who 
increasingly figures in Plato's works. First, Socrates is ex­
clusively a moral philosopher. Second, Socrates does not 
believe at all in "forms" or "recollections of knowledge." 
Third, Socrates insists he has no knowledge/wisdom and 
goes on seeking it eclectically. Fourth, Socrates has no 
complicated, tripartite notion of the soul, composed of ra­
tionality, passion, and cravings. Socrates takes a simple 
view of the soul, immortal and unified, which Christians 
share. Fifth, Socrates is not interested in mathematical sci­
ences, except where they are obviously essential, as in land 
surveying, and neither possesses nor claims any scientific 
expertise. Sixth, his view of philosophy is populist. Sev­
enth, he has no political theory as such. He is often critical 
of the way Athens is run and its manner of doing things, 
but he prefers it and its laws to those of any other state. 
Eighth, he rejects homosexual love except at a superficial 
level. Ninth, Socrates sees piety as service to a rigorously 
ethical deity, and his personal religion is practical, ex­
pressed in action. Finally his philosophical method is to 
pursue truth by refuting propositions he induces his inter­
locutors to put forward: He never departs from this strat-
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egy, and when he is presented as doing �o, he is not 

Socrates but a hybrid creature I call Platsoc. 

On the other hand, the fact that in the course of the 

dialogues and other writings of Plato, Socrates the man is 

gradually replaced by Platsoc, or Socrates the ventrilo­

quist's dummy, should not prevent anyone interested in 

what Socrates really thought from reading the entire cor­

pus. In many places Socrates and Plato are inextricably 

intermingled. For instance, in the dialogue Gorgias, named 

after a famous Sophist from Leontini in Sicily, Socrates 

asks Gorgias to define what he specialized in teaching, 

rhetoric. Gorgias was notorious for saying a well-trained 

rhetorician or legal pleader could find plausible arguments 

to support any case, however flimsy, in law or politics. He 

himself taught pupils to speak in short, almost symmetri­

cal phrases, and to balance theses and antitheses in a kind 

of pulsating rhythm, to play on words and to have audible 

echoes in the course of a plea. In short, he made a speech 

seem and sometimes sound like a piece of music. He took 

great pride in his skills and had some of the style and ar­

rogance we associate today with a highly successful and 

ingenious advertising executive. He answers Socrates by 

saying rhetoric is one of the key human activities because 

the essence of a successful public leader or statesman is not 

so much knowing what is to be done as the ability to per-

97 



Paul Johnson 

suade people to do it. You can tell a first-class orator by his 
gift of getting people to do something even if it is mani­
festly unjust. Gorgias then retires, being replaced by his 
pupil Polus, and Socrates then uses his cross-examination 
technique to get Polus to agree with a proposition that 
Gorgias would certainly have rejected: that it is better to 
suffer injustice than to inflict it, and that if one has done a 
wicked thing it is better for you yourself, as well as for 
everyone else and society, to be punished than not to be 
punished. This is not the doll; it is genuine Socrates. In­
deed, it is quintessential Socrates. 

Pol us, having been argued into repudiating his master's 
lifework, is then replaced by a man called Callicles, who 
produces a variation on Gorgias's amoralism. Virtue, he 
says, and therefore happiness, are to be found essentially in 
�elf-will, for those with the skill and willpower to exercise 
it, and this is so whether what is willed is just or unjust. 
Callicles is voicing a doctrine later to be laid down power­
fully by Nietzsche, who was fascinated by the Socratic dia­
logues-especially when Plato was in charge-and had 
illuminating things to say about them. Socrates does not 
actually refute this outrageous proposition but concen­
trates instead on drawing the distinction between Callicles' 
life of action and his own life of philosophy, with an over­
whelming preference for the latter: ''An unexamined life is 
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a life not worth living." This last observation is essential 
Socrates, too, and occurs in different ways elsewhere in his 
discourse. But, that apart, Socrates is fading and morphing 
into Platsoc. He contrasts philosophy with the activities of 
Pericles, Miltiades, and Cimon, denouncing them with a 
vehemence that is alien to Socrates. The underlying propo­
sition, that the true philosopher does more for the citizens 
of Athens by encouraging them to become virtuous than 
by leading them into victories and conquests, may be 
Socratic, but the context in which the point is made and 
the passion injected into the argument are ugly and un­
Socratic: Platsoc again. Moreover the dialogue ends with a 
mythical presentation of the soul being judged after death, 
which is obviously Plato himself speaking. 

Gorgias, then, illustrates the huge problem of extract­
ing the real views of Socrates from the labyrinthine en­
tanglements in which Plato-by intention or by the 
irresistible compulsion of hi�,,own powerful spirit, we can­
not judge-has confusingly embedded them. It is rather 
like what happens today when a media democracy goes to 
war. Indeed the same word is used. Correspondents are 
"embedded" in active service units, and what they trans­
mit to their TV stations and newspapers is a mixture, 
sometimes a confusing and contradictory one, of their 
own views and observations, and what their military men-
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tors, or guardians, wish them to transmit. But at least they 
can, if pushed too far, protest, even if it means being sent 
home. Socrates was the innocent victim of Plato's embed­
ment-which often involved a Procrustean bed, too-and 
never, of course, knew how his brilliant pupil would use 
him after his death. 

All the same, it is clear what Socrates the real man 
thought about some important issues, and we can present 
them plainly. We have seen how he taught. Now we must 
look at-not so much what he taught, for he had no system 
and, strictly speaking, taught nothing in the way of 
dogma-but at what he believed. 
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W
hen the great economist John Maynard 
Keynes was asked what made a successful 
capitalist, he replied "Animal spirits, mainly." 

This observation applies to Socrates too. There was about 
him a vigor or animation of mind, a power of cheerful­
ness, vivacity, and liveliness. Some vital power or energy 
seemed to flow into and out of him. By "animal spirits," 
there is no implication of boisterous irresponsibility, such 
as we find in an overactive child. Rather, a zest for life and 
a desire to convey it, by revving up the minds of those 
with whom he came into contact. And in certain contexts 
the zest could become formidable. I can well believe the 
image of him striding across the field of combat, in hoplite 
armor, carrying his weapons, with the Spartans shrewdly 
deciding to leave him strictly alone: They sensed a zest for 
combat they could do without. Socrates compared himself 
to a gadfly, stinging the massive Athenian horse of state, 
an elderly cart horse or battle-scarred charger, out of its 
complacency or comatose inertia. 
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In conversation, too, the zest could be formidable. One 
of his young friends, Alcibiades, compared him to an elec­
tric ray, whose bite induced a sense of numb helplessness. 
But there is a danger this remark may give a wrong impres­
sion. Socrates did not exactly bite in argument; he rarely if 
ever snapped. His practice of philosophy could be defined 
as "reflection on propositions emerging from unreflective 
thought." It is worth repeating his saying "A life without 
examination is not worth living." But his examinations, or 
cross-examinations, were courteous, even genial. A person 
might think afterward that he had made a fool of himself 
in dialogue with Socrates, but he is unlikely to have felt 
that he had been deliberately led into folly. Socrates clearly 
liked people, the great majority of them anyway. 

His philanthropy, or love of his fellow men, was quite 
unlike the conscious humanism of Pericles and his associ­
ates. There was no taint of atheism about it. Socrates was 
too aware of human weakness and shortcomings to think 
men could ever substitute themselves for divinity. Socrates 
believed in God. It was precisely because he believed in 
God that he devoted his life to philosophy, which to him 
was about the human desire to carry out divine purposes. 
He believed he had a command to do this and that by wan­
dering around Athens and talking to people-"examining" 
them-and examining himself, he was doing as God told 
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him. When accusations were later brought against him, he 
was charged not with atheism but "not believing in the 
gods Athenians believed in." This had perhaps an element 
of truth in it. Socrates did not believe in the traditional 
pantheon of Greek religion, with gods specializing in par­
ticular services and leading tumultuous lives that were 
more mythology or fiction than serious religion. When 
Socrates was at his most devout, he always refers to "god" 
or "the god," not "the gods." He was a monotheist. 

Of course Socrates, being a courteous and sensitive 
man, always deferred to the superstitions of the common 
people-or the elites, for that matter. He had no wish to 
offend. He often used the vernacular of popular religion. 
His famous last words, "We owe a cock to Asclepius," are 
an example. Being a practical man, an empiric, he thought 
popular religion was at worst harmless, at best a calming 
and ordering factor in society. It was also a consolation to 
people who led hard and often harsh lives of privation. He 
was no Richard Dawkins, eager to disabuse the common 
herd of their illusions in the name of triumphalist rational­
ity. But Socrates, a moderate in all things, always knew 
when to draw the line. He did not go so far as Pericles, 
who openly dismissed superstition in public affairs. But 
having been a soldier, he believed diviners and soothsayers 
should be kept out of military decisions. One of his friends 
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was the general Nicias, who should have evacuated his 
army from the plain of Syracuse on August 27, 413 B.C. He 
was persuaded by a lunar eclipse to remain for the requi­
site ritual days and lost everything, as Thucydides relates. 
Socrates hailed Nicias's courage in the Laches dialogue on 
the subject. But he also says in it that the diviners must 
obey the general, not the other way around. He would 
have advised Nicias to withdraw as fast as he could and so 
save his army. 

The role of religion in public affairs, however, was not 
Socrates' principal concern. What he sought was ways in 
which he could help individual men and women to be­
come better morally. This was the mission God had given 
him in life, as he truly and even passionately believed. He 
seems to have felt close to God, in some ways. God com­
municated with him through a daemon, or spiritual voice, 
which told him not to do certain unwise things, like be­
come a politician. But if Socrates was a monotheist in es­
sentials, with a strong sense of a personal god, he did not, 
I think, believe God to be omnipotent, as the Hebrews 
did. The Greeks in general imposed limitations on divine 
power. To them, the gap between gods and men was often 
narrow and could be bridged, by apotheosis, for instance. 
Their heroic mortals often behaved like gods, and their 
gods like mortals, exhibiting jealousy, cruelty, and other 
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base emotions. Socrates would have none of this nonsense. 
He had a careful doctrine of what Leibniz was later to call 
theodicy, a vindication of the divine attributes, especially 
justice and holiness, in respect to the existence of evil. He 
felt no difficulty in the attempt "to justify the ways of God 
to men." But he did it by rejecting the notion of divine 
omnipotence. In book 2 of the Republic (not a text where, 
in general, the real Socrates speaks, though I think he does 
in this particular passage) he remarks, "So God cannot be 
the cause of all things but only of good things. Of evil 
things he is not the cause." In saying this, Socrates was 
rejecting many events and possibilities dear to the Greek 
mind. But he was also rejecting, for instance, the kind of 
dramas described in the Book of Job, a text he would have 
found of the greatest interest though not, in the end, plau­
sible. But there is no sign that Socrates believed in a kind 
of dualism or Manichaeanism. He left the problem of evil 
open and concentrated on the good. 

Socrates spent much of his time pondering the Good 
Life and how to attain it. For he believed, and it was the 

! 

core of his belief, that only by striving to lead good lives 
did humans attain a degree of content in their existence 
and happiness in eternity. He had a simple view of the 
body and the soul and their relationship. The body was the 
active, physical, earthly aspect of a person and was mortal. 
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The soul was the spiritual aspect and was immortal. The 
body was greedy for pleasure and material satisfactions, 
was selfish, and if not kept under control, became a seat of 
vice. The soul was the intellectual and moral side of the 
person, which had a natural propensity to do right and to 
improve itself. It could be, with proper training, the seat of 
virtue. The most important occupation of a human being 
was to subdue his bodily instincts and train himself to re­
spond to the teachings of the soul. This training took the 
form of recognizing, understanding, and learning about 
virtues and applying this knowledge to the everyday situ­
ations of life. Such, to Socrates, was the essence of wis­
dom. Knowledge, virtue, and wisdom were thus intimately 
related, and exploring these connections was the object of 
his "examinations," of himself and others. 

In his personal life, Socrates did everything he could to 
subdue his bodily cravings. He ate and drank sparingly, 
even though he attended dinner parties for the sake of 
friendship. He declined to pursue a lucrative career, like 
the Sophists, so kept his needs to a minimum. He had no 
shoes. He wore few clothes. He was content with simple 
shelter. He declined an offer of freehold land on which to 
build a house. He had little or no ready cash, though he 
was pleased to see the rise of a bookselling trade in Athens 
and reported you could buy new manuscripts there 
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cheaply. There were always friends to help him when he 
was in real need, which was rare. "I can do without." 
"There are so few things I really want." The great thing 
was to keep fit and well. A sick man with no money is 
bound to be a burden. But he was never sick and was per­
fectly fit when he died at age seventy. With the body under 
control, and everyone testified to that, he was in a position 
to cultivate his soul by pursuing virtue. He is said to have 
remarked, "I have never knowingly harmed any man, or 
sinned against God." That sounds like boasting, and 
Socrates was the last man to boast. But it was almost cer­
tainly true. 

What is also true is that Socrates' notions of the body 
and the soul and of their relationship became, in time, 
standard. Before his day, the word psyche had existed, had 
indeed been in use for perhaps a millennium, but meant 
something quite different and nebulous. In Homer, souls 
are rather like ghosts and disappear if we try to touch 
them. They are doppelgangers of the dead and live in Ha­
des on the asphodel meadow. This was probably how most 
people in Socrates' day saw the soul, if they thought about 
it. Within a generation or two of Socrates' death, however, 
his idea of the soul-in all its powerful simplicity, unlike 
the complex and precarious soul of Plato-had been ac­
cepted by a wide range of intelligent, educated Greeks. It 
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fitted in perfectly with Christ's teaching and so passed into 
the moral conceptions of Christianity and has been the 
received concept of the soul ever since among civilized 
people. If you and I say "soul," we mean what Socrates 
meant, and he gave it that meaning. 

That was a remarkable contribution to the moral fur­
niture of our minds. But it was not the only one. Socrates 
took an optimistic view of human nature. He believed that 
the great majority of people wished to do well and that 
wrongdoing was usually the result of ignorance or false 
teaching. Once a person knew the truth, his-instinct was 
to do what is right. Hence knowledge led directly to vir­
tue, in Socrates' view. This underlined the importance of 
education, especially the kind revealed by his examination 
technique, which was designed to show the individual 
that he possessed far less knowledge than he thought he 
did, and thus to encourage him to acquire more. 

One vital subject on which knowledge was particularly 
lacking was justice. All Greeks favored justice. Very few, if 
any, knew what it was. Worse, Socrates found that what 
many thought was justice was, in fact, the opposite. If 
there was one topic on which Greek knowledge of virtue 
was fundamentally defective, it was justice. Aristotle was 
right to stress Socrates' importance in revealing the need 
for definition of terms, for it is when you begin to study 
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definitions accurately that you start plumbing the depth of 
ignorance, especially about justice. 

In the first book of the Republic, Socrates, who is still 
himself at this point, disputes with the Sophist Thrasyma­
chus the answer to the question "What is justice?" Thra­
symachus answers, 'Justice is the interest of the stronger." 
In every society, the rules defining what is just and unjust, 
he says, are determined by the ruling elite, the strongest 
section of society, in its own interests. Socrates does not 
accept this, but he does not give his own answer, and book 
1 ends inconclusively. In book 2, he ceases to be himself 
and becomes Platsoc. But what we gather, in this and other 
places, is that Socrates thinks each issue should be judged 
on its merits and that the virtuous man has no difficulty in 
distinguishing between justice and injustice. What he 
does make plain, again and again, and in the strongest 
possible language, is that doing justly comes before any 
other consideration. It is better, he says, to suffer anything, 
even death, rather than act unjustly. He says in the Apol­
ogy: "If a man is worth anything, he would give no weight 
whatsoever to any other consideration-even life itself­
rather than act unjustly. All that matters, when he acts, is 
whether his action is just or unjust, the action of a good or 
an evil man." That Socrates' emphasis on the paramountcy 
of acting justly was widely adopted is shown by the em-
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phatic statement oflsocrates in Panathenaicus, two genera­
tions later: "Victories won in violation of justice are more 
despicable than are morally righteous defeats." 

It is evident that justice in the abstract did not concern 
Socrates. What did concern him, always, was action in 
practice. One common Greek view in his day, as Thrasy­
machus implied, was that justice was usually a form of 
self-interest. Asked, "What is a just man?" a Greek would 
reply, "A man who does good by his friends, and does evil 
to his enemies." Socrates would not have this. "A just man 
is one who does good by his friends, certainly, but also 
does good to those who have harmed him, thereby seek­
ing to convert an enemy into a friend." This view appears 
in several versions, the theme always being to return evil 
with good. We are close here to Christ's advice to "turn 
the other cheek." Socrates says plainly in Crito, "It is never 
right to do wrong, or to requite wrong with wrong, or 
when we suffer evil to defend ourselves by doing evil in 
return." It is this clear view that marks the point at which 
Socrates turns his back on moral relativism, in any guise 
or circumstances, and opts firmly for moral absolutism. If 
you know a thing is wrong, never do it, ever. 

This rule led Socrates to cross another historic moral 
watershed and to repudiate absolutely one of the deepest­
rooted maxims of Greek behavior, both by individuals and 
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states-the law of retaliation. Of course retaliation was 
not peculiar to Greece. It is common to most if not all so­
cieties emerging from savagery and tribalism and feeling 
their way to civilized modes. In the Hebrew Book of Exo­
dus, immediately after chapter 20, in which God gives 
Moses and the Israelites the Ten Commandments-which 
seem to have stood the test of time in many if not most 
societies-there follows a chapter laying down the law of 
retaliation, in the case of a woman with child, hurt in a 
struggle, in drastic fashion (Exodus 21:23-25): "And if any 
mischief follow, then thou shalt give life for life, eye for 
eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burning 
for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe." We do 
not know when the Book of Exodus was compiled, but 
one theory is around 700 B.c., which would make the com­
piler a contemporary of the Greek poet Hesiod, second 
only to Homer as a moral mentor. Hesiod goes further 
than Exodus: "If an enemy starts it, saying or doing some­
thing harmful to you, you must certainly pay him back 
twice over." That is more vengeful than the Hebrew sage, 
who only demands one eye for an eye, not both: That 
would be wrong. 

Socrates set his face against the entire theory and prac­
tice of retaliation. In the Crito he lays down the five prin­
ciples of his command. We should never do injustice. 
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Therefore we should never return an injustice. We should 
never do evil to anyone. Therefore we should never return 
evil for evil. To do evil to a human being is no different 
from acting unjustly. Socrates was fully aware of the mo­
mentous nature of his rejection of traditional Greek mo­
rality and justice. for immediately after announcing his 
five principles, he adds that "few are those who believe or 
will believe this. And between those who do and those 
who don't there can be no common ground. Each feels 
contempt for the other." 

Socrates' stand was taken up at a time when the issue 
of retaliation as a public policy was of vivid and immediate 
importance. In 431 B.c. Euripides set the scene with his 
Medea. Socrates was almost certainly in the audience. This 
horrifying play is a tale of revenge in the name of justice. 
What Medea does is totally out of proportion to what she 
has suffered, and it may be that Euripides is making the 
point that, if retaliation (or revenge) is accepted as a prin­
ciple of justice, it is extremely difficult in practice to ensure 
that the retribution corresponds to the offense. Medea says 
she is exacting " just repayment with God's help," but ad­
mits afterward that she "has dared to do a most impious 
deed." The word impious is significant, for it conveys the 
implication that the whole notion of " just revenge" may 
be impious. We know that Socrates helped Euripides with 
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at least one of his plays-"patched it up." It is.possible that 
he persuaded the poet to insert this line in Medea. 

Then, four years later, the whole question came up in 
the most startling fashion in the real world of war and 
politics. Athens had to decide what to do about Mytilene, 
the chief city of the island of Lesbos, which had rebelled 
against Athens. It had now been occupied by Athenian 
troops. The question of punishment came before the Athe­
nian Assembly. Such cities were often shown no mercy 
in the heat of war. Both Sparta and Athens could be ruth­
less in exacting what they saw as justice. In four cases­
Histiaea, Melos, Scione, and Torone-what we would call 
genocide occurred. But these massacres were carried out 
by army commanders acting on their own authority. In 
427 B.c., the decision was taken by the democratic Assem­
bly of a constitutional state, after full debate. Thanks to 
the oratory of the demagogue Cleon, a proposal was 
passed ordering the commander to execute without trial 
all adult males in Mytilene and to sell into slavery all 
women and children. 

This motion of extermination, or genocide, carried 
democratically after argument, is unique in Greek history 
or, so far as I know, in any history. It clearly pleased the 
majority. But it must have shocked a �inority, including 
Socrates, who I assume was present. I like to feel-indeed, · 
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I am pretty certain-that he played a part in what fol­
lowed. After the vote, Cleon had immediately dispatched 
a ship to Mytilene to take the Assembly's decision to the 
commanding general with instructions to carry it out be­
fore the Assembly had second thoughts. But it did have 
second thoughts. After a night of anxious discussion 
among the moderates, in which I assume Socrates took 
part, their leader, Diodotus, appealed to the Assembly the 
next day to reverse their decision. His arguments were for 
the most part practical. It was the oligarchy at Mytilene, 
he said, that had ordered the rebellion, not the demos. 
Most of the people were on the side of Athens and had 
forced the city's surrender to the Athenian troops who 
now occupied it. To punish them, alongside the oligarchs 
was obviously wrong, for the oligarchs were guilty, 
whereas the demos was innocent, indeed on Athens's side. 
This injustice would be noted among all Athens's allies 
and colonies. Diodotus says, "I think it better for the em­
pire to allow ourselves to suffer wrong than to destroy, 
however justly, those whom we ought not to destroy." The 
last phrase reveals a Socratean thought peering out among 
the general argument of expediency, and it persuades me 
that Diodotus allowed himself to be guided by the phi­
losopher, in part at least. He does not go so far as to repudi­
ate the principle of retaliation as justice: He wanted to win 

118 



Socrates 

the vote. He did so. The decision was reversed, and a fast 
trireme was dispatched immediately to Mytilene to re­
scind the instructions to the general. Happily, it arrived in 
time, and the honor of Athens and its people was saved. 

Here we have an episode when the views of Socrates 
were applied immediately in public action, rather than 
slowly becoming consensual over generations. And there 
is strong reason to believe that his personal intervention 
was decisive in securing this outcome. His voice from God 
might forbid him to become a politician, but it did not in­
hibit him from seeking to influence political decisions in 
the name of true justice, as opposed to the false justice that 
was the norm of Greek society in the mid-fifth century B.C. 

Socrates' rejection of retaliation was the most impor­
tant practical event of his philosophical life. It was also one 
of the most important events in the history of philosophy. 
T he best discussion of it is chapter 7 in Gregory Vlastos's 
Socrates (which I strongly advise readers to peruse, if they 
have the time). What Socrates argued is extraordinarily 
uncompromising. It is moral absolutism at its most strin­
gent. He is saying in effect: If something you do wrongs 
somebody else and, a fortiori, large numbers of people, it 
is so bad in itself, and so bad for you, that nothing of good 
which it achieves can compensate for the evil. It may win 
a victory or even a war; it may bring you everything you 
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value, joy, comfort, security, and long life; it may arouse 
the approval of those you love, your family and friends; it 
may be necessary, as you think, for their self-preservation 
and your own; but if it is wrong, then you must not do it. 
Even if it would win the whole world, you must not do it. 
Your life itself would not be worth living if you can pre­
serve it only by wronging others. 

This is a hard doctrine, and it is not surprising that the 
world in the last two and a half millennia has often, even 
usually, found it too hard to follow, even while accepting 
it in principle. There is some evidence that Plato found it 
hard, and abundant references show that Aristotle could 
not quite swallow it. He felt that revenge was a constant 
impulse in human nature, as ineradicable as the anger that 
prompted it. Indeed, he defined anger as "the desire to in­
flict retaliatory distress." T he absolutely fundamental 
moral truth that a wrong done to me gives me no right 
whatever to inflict the same wrong on the doer was a little 
too much for Aristotle to take. In fact, Socrates was the 
only Greek to grasp and fully accept the moral axiom that 
retaliation, or revenge, or whatever we choose to call it, is 
wrong and must never be accepted or defended. He was 
the first to articulate the axiom, and to insist upon it contra 

mundum. 

Since Socrates first laid down, or discovered, this new 
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moral law-God's law, as opposed to man's law-it has 
been broken countless times, by statesmen and generals 
and democracies, let alone dictatorships and absolute mort­
archs, as well as by countless individual men and women 
in their personal dealings. If we examine World War II, for 
instance, we are forced to admit that the self-righteous de­
mocracies, Britain and the United States, in pursuing what 
they reasonably argued was a just war, against infamous 
enemies, on occasions-some might say often-yielded to 
the temptation of retaliation. Yet they recognized that it 
was a temptation, and that what they did was open to crit­
icism. Even at the time, and certainly on many occasions 
since, the rightness of the bombing of Germany and Japan 
and the use of the atomic bomb has been debated end­
lessly. The fact that these debates took place at all is due to 
the initial moral revelation of Socrates and its subsequent 
illumination of the universal conscience. 

T here was another aspect of justice to which Socrates 
devoted attention and produced new insights: the position 
of women and men's attitude to them. Now Socrates had 
important things to say about women, which again 
marked a historic turning point, but before we come to 
them, it is convenient to clear out of the way the question 
of homosexuality in ancient Greece and the extent to 
which it was fashionable and involved Socrates. In the late 
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seventh and sixth centuries B.C. a large number of Attic 
black and red figure cups were inscribed "[a boy] is beauti­
ful," and one or two vessels that have survived even show 
men and boys engaged in anal intercourse. In the second 
half of the fifth century B.C., however, such visual evidence 
of the practice declined and by Socrates' death was rare. 

The practice was largely confined to the landowning 
and wealthy families whose young, well-dowered virgins, 
once they became nubile, were strictly segregated. It was 
hard, up to the mid-fifth century B.c., for a young man of 
good family to find himself alone with a young woman, 
and romantic lovemaking in upper-class circles was diffi­
cult if not impossible. Instead, young men formed roman­
tic friendships with older men, exchanging their good 
looks for instruction, wisdom, guidance, and patronage. 
These liaisons were further promoted by the formal sports 
and exercise of the elite, in which men were naked, by the 
institution of the symposium, or all-male dinner party, and 
by warfare, with its stress on courage, friendship, and 
glamorous display. But it is doubtful if many of these 
friendships took a physical form. Male prostitutes, we 
know, were held in detestation, and males who enjoyed 
the passive role in sodomy were despised by Greeks of all 
classes. There was a good deal of talk about the beauty of 
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male youth, however, and this found itself reflected in lit­
erature, including the works of Plato. 

Socrates spent his life in argument with men (chiefly): 
not least young men, and regularly attended symposia. In­
evitably, then, he has been said to have had sexual rela­
tions with men or at least to have tolerated homosexuality 
among his society friends. In my reading of the relevant 
texts, I find no evidence that Socrates ever engaged in ho­
mosexual lovemaking. He certainly agreed that a boy or 
young man might be beautiful. But Socratic love for males 
was limited to eye and mind contact. The endless talk of 
passion between males at symposia he put up with in rather 
the same way he accepted popular polytheism and super­
stition. But when he participated in it his tone was jocular. 
There is an important passage in Plato where a speech by 
Lysias, a metic (immigrant second-class citizen), son of a 
rich shield maker, who himselfbecame wealthy by speech­
writing, is analyzed. In it, Lysias says a youth should grant 
his favor to a man who is not in love with him rather than 
to one who is. Socrates treats it as a joke: "Splendid! I 
would have walked to Megara and back to hear such a 
speech!"  Then he says, "I wish Lysias would add that a 
youth should grant his favors to a poor man rather than to 
a rich man, to an elderly man rather than to a young man 
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and, in general, to ordinary people like myself What an 
attractive democratic thing that would be! "  

Elsewhere, in the Phaedrus for example, when a piece 
of writing is· held up for admiration, Socrates objects to the 
notion oflove as chiefly a matter of physical desire. T here 
seems to be a wide difference between Plato's mature no­
tion of the word eros and Socrates'. For Plato, eros can gen­
erate an intoxicating force, a kind of madness. Socrates' 
eros is measured, moderate, lighthearted, genial, jocular, 
and sane. Again, Plato rejects sexual bliss because it defeats 
the attempt to separate the soul from the body (part of his 
absurd notion of the complex soul), and therefore, though 
allowing body contact between males, he forbids "termi­
nal gratification." Socrates has no objections to orgasm, 
but will allow it only between male and female. Pederastic 
lovemaking of any physical kind, but especially leading to 
orgasm, he thinks bad for both boy and man. He calls it 
"devouring." He utters a key passage in Xenophon's Sym­
posium: "T he man reserves the pleasure for himself, the 
most shameful things for the boy . . . .  The boy does not 
share, like a woman, the delight of sex with a man, but 
looks on sober at another's intoxication." 

A clearer example of Socrates' view of homosexuality, 
as distinct from benevolent male friendship, comes in Pla­
to's Symposium, when Alcibiades arrives at the dinner 
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drunk, and seeing Socrates there, makes a long and embar­
rassingly frank speech about his relationship with the seer. 
Among other things, he gives a detailed description of his 
unsuccessful attempt to seduce Socrates. Alcibiades in his 
youth was a person of exceptional beauty and allure, as all 
accounts agree, who had no difficulty in making himself 
irresistible to any older man who had a taste for boys. What 
he wanted from Socrates, whom he admired enormously 
as a fount of wisdom, was an intimate relationship, in 
which he would exchange the delights of his body in return 
for Socrates giving him the delights of his mind. Socrates 
would have none of it. He rejected Alcibiades' advances, 
which took various forms, indeed not with harshness but 
courteously and with rational arguments. At last Alcibiades 
contrived an occasion when Socrates was obliged to sleep 
at his house, and "when the lamp was put out and the ser­
vants had retired, I felt I must be open with him and cast 
aside all doubt." So he shook Socrates to make sure he was 
awake and explained his intentions without any possible 
ambiguity: his beauty for Socrates' brains. Socrates tried to 
argue him out of it, but Alcibiades persisted: 

And so, wishing to hear no more from him in 
words, I got up, and threw my coat about his body. 
I then slipped under his threadbare cloak (it was 
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winter, and cold) and put my arms about him. 
There I lay the entire night, holding this superhu­
man genius tightly . . . .  But, despite all my efforts, 
he showed himself completely above all my solicita­
tions. I felt him to be disdainful and superior and 
almost contemptuous of my beauty-though he 
was perfectly polite-and his virtue had a kind of 
courteous but proud rejection of my body thus laid 
before him. Nothing whatever happened, and I 
eventually fell asleep. When I awoke-let all the 
gods and goddesses be my witness-I was still as 
unviolated as if I had slept with my father or an el­
der brother. 

This passage may strike a modern reader as surprising. 
While it shows that Socrates was not inclined to homo­
sexuality, it also shows him passively acquiescent in the 
face of Alcibiades' advances. There was no rejection be­
cause Socrates saw only too well that his failure to respond 
would be a grievous injury to Alcibiades' pride. Anything 
more would have been unbearably brutal. His passivity 
was exact and well judged. 

We can now turn to his relationships with women and 
his view of their function in society. The evidence is not 
very plentiful, but what there is proves exceptionally in-
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teresting. During the Symposium, as describ,ed by Plato, 
the conversation turns to love, and Socrates introduces 
the character of Diotima of Mantinea, a city in Arcadia. 
He says, "She was my instructress in the art of love, and 
I shall try to repeat to you what she said to me." He says 
she was "a woman wise in this and many other kinds of 
knowledge." He also says that she advised the Athenians 
on the way in which they should offer sacrifice to prevent 
the plague, which was spreading over Greece, from com­
ing to Athens, and as a result of her efforts, it was delayed 
ten years. She seems, then, to have been some kind of 
priestess. 

There follow, in Plato's account, several thousand 
words of dialogue between Diotima and Socrates, the 
woman taking the lead and Socrates submitting. Much of 
the substance, on the nature of love, is pure Plato, with 
his "forms" and his peculiar view of the soul and the "re­
covery" of knowledge. It need not concern us here, merely 
illustrating his irritating habit of foisting his personal 
views on others, in this instance Diotima as well as 
Socrates. There are, however, three aspects of this section 
of the Symposium that strike us forcibly. First, this is the 
only time Socrates tells us directly about his education 
and how he was taught by this remarkable woman. There 
has been much speculation about who influenced him as 
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a young man and shaped his approach to philosophy. But 
here we are actually given a glimpse of his training, and 
it is fascinating to learn that his teacher was female­
most unusual in the Athens of the fifth century B.C. Sec­
ond, Diotima uses what we have come to call the Socratic 
method of questioning, with Socrates, in this instance, on 
the receiving end. She "examines" him. Now it is true 
that she then goes on to teach and impart knowledge in a 
way Socrates himself usually avoids, so that the discus­
sion of love reaches a conclusion. All the same, it is strik­
ing that Socrates was introduced to his examination 
technique by a woman. He extended and refined it, but he 
did not entirely invent it. Diotima was thus more impor­
tant in creating the Socrates we know than any other hu­
man being. 

Third, there is a remarkable passage in Diotima's ac­
count oflove concerning childbirth: its suffering, its glory, 
and its beauty. There is nothing quite like it in the whole 
of Greek literature. It leads me to suppose that his mother, 
the midwife Phaenarete, played a part in his relationship 
with Diotima. Perhaps she was responsible for introducing 
them. It is possible, indeed I feel quite likely, that Diotima, 
too, had experience of midwifery. The two women may 
have consulted together over a difficult case or worked in 
concert. This is the only time when we can fairly speculate 
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about the part one of Socrates' parents played in his intel­
lectual upbringing. 

The second woman who played a part in Socrates' life 
was even more remarkable. Aspasia came from Miletus, 
the most southerly of the large cities Greek colonists built 
on the coast of what is now Turkey. Her origins were lowly 
but probably not slave class. However she is usually de­
scribed as a hetaera, the term used for a mistress or woman 
in an irregular relationship with a man, one class higher 
than a prostitute. Hetaerae were usually aliens or slaves or 
freed women. T hey had some legal rights and paid a tax 
but rarely enjoyed full citizenship in Athens. They were 
often musicians or dancers or flute players hired to per­
form at all-male dinner parties. 

Aspasia was exceptional in that she was a highly liter­
ate, well-read woman, who became a member of Pericles' 
circle and, five years after he divorced his wife, became his 
consort and remained so until his death. She clearly knew 
Socrates well, having met him on his peregrinations 
through Athens and, I surmise, having been "examined,, 
by him. He had a high opinion of her intellect and literary 
accomplishments; �hen asked by the parents of a young 
man to recommend a master to teach him rhetoric, he 
mentioned Aspasia. This caused astonishment, but his ad­
vice was taken and proved sound. She taught other young 
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men and helped Pericles with his speeches. Indeed, she 
might be regarded as the first professional speechwriter in 
history, and it is odd that this role should have been initi­
ated by a woman. Whether she wrote all of his famous 
funeral oration, however, is doubtful, for it contains a dis­
obliging reference to women: He said the woman in best 
repute is one who "contrives never to have her name men­
tioned, either in praise or blame." 

Aspasia was popularly believed to be a power behind 
Pericles' throne and was attacked in plays and skits, most 
notably by Aristophanes in his comedy Acharnians, which 
won the first prize in 425 B.c. So she had in common with 
Socrates the enmity of this bitter playwright, though it is 
likely that, as with Socrates, he did not know her at the 
time of his assault. She seems to have been envied and re­
sented in theatrical circles, for some years earlier, when 
Pericles was still alive, she was publicly prosecuted for im­
piety by the actor Hermippus. Pericles defended her with 
great skill and passion, and she was acquitted. After his 
death in 429, she took up with the politician Lysicles, but 
he was killed the following year. Her association with 
Pericles might not have gotten her into the history books, 
but her friendship with Socrates and his obvious admira­
tion for her did. She figures not only in Plato but in Aes­
chines and Antisthenes. 
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Socrates was much influenced by these two brilliant 
women, so much so that he argued that women ought to 
play a much bigger role in Athenian society, and in par­
ticular ought to be prepared for it by receiving as full an 
education as males. He thought the elevation of women 
from their lowly status a matter of simple justice. As it 
was, they were under relentless pressure never to go out, 
never to acquire accomplishments, and never to lead a life 
of culture and pleasure, being simple household drudges 
and sex slaves. Even high-class women were expected to 
spin, weave, and make clothes. In Athens, unlike Sparta, 
where their status and rights were considerable, they could 
not as a rule own or dispose of property or sue in the 
courts, except for divorce. This may well have been in ac­
cord with Dr. Johnson's dictum that "Nature has given 
women such power that the law, rightly, gives them little," 
for Greek writers discoursed endlessly on the wiles of 
women and the tremendous and often disastrous effects of 
their sex appeal. Socrates thought that women were just as 
intelligent as men, ought to be educated accordingly, and 
should occupy responsible positions in society. The only 
constraint on their activity ought to be lack of physical 
strength. He believed they should be taught to ride and 
might even be trained as warriors if they wished. 

Socrates' views on women are reflected in Plato's Re-
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public, where he is shown advocating their education, 
training, and holding of official posts. Some of the guard­
ians, the rulers of Plato's ideal state, are to be women. Un­
fortunately, Plato goes far beyond Socrates in rearranging 
society and the lives of women. He advocates, in effect, the 
abolition of the family for a community of wives and chil­
dren, a proposition that Socrates would have laughed to 
scorn and that Plato himself came to repudiate in his later 
work, Laws. 

What Socrates really wanted was no more than a sys-
tern that allowed women to develop their minds and skills 
and realize their potentials. He liked to think of them lead-· 
ing responsible and fulfilled lives, but he had no objections 
to their confining themselves to looking after their hus­
bands and children, if that is what they wished. But if they 
desired to run for office, even for strategos, let them. He 
trusted them. An Athenian custom he found repellent was 
the rule that an upper-class woman never went out unless 
accompanied by a slave, usually a male one. This was 
partly for her protection but also so that the slave might 
report back to his master if the wife did anything strange 
or reprehensible. 

That brings us to the question of slavery. Among the 
inhabitants of Athens, about half were not eligible for citi­
zenship: debt bondsmen, unfree (enslaved indigenous 
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populations), metics or aliens, and chattel slaves. Slaves 
performed various jobs, especially those involving service 
to a master, such as working in a bank. Greek citizens, 
especially in Athens, were reluctant to work for another, 
believing this compromised their independence and 
amounted to a form of slavery. So slaves had opportunities 
to prosper, and that is how Pasion became the richest 
banker in Greece and also a free man. But for most slaves, 
born in servitude or battle captives, there was little chance 
of freedom, and in the colony of Ephesus in Asia Minor, 
there was a busy slave market to which they might be sent 
by an indigent master. 

Slavery was an obvious affront to justice, as Socrates 
understood it. It is therefore strange that our sources do 
not show him opposing it, recommending its abolition, or 
even commenting on its existence. Perhaps there is a miss­
ing dialogue, which was "suppressed" by subsequent gen­
erations simply by the failure to have it copied-the fate of 
many works society found insupportable. Once again, we 
bitterly regret Socrates' decision to write nothing. His fail­
ure to examine slavery is the greatest lacuna in his other­
wise comprehensive view of justice, indeed in his entire 
philosophy. Given his influence after his death, a sharp 
and reasoned condemnation of slavery would have had in­
calculable consequences, and perhaps have led to the abo-
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lition of this scourge of humanity many centuries ago. Of 
course it is possible that Socrates habitually questioned the 
justice of slavery in his conversations. I think it possible, 
indeed quite likely. If so, the implied rejection of slavery, 
like the explicit rejection of retaliation, would have played 
a part in the hostility to Socrates among some Athenians 
that led to his prosecution, conviction, and death. To these 
events we now turn. 
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ocrates lived in a relatively open society, Athens, and 
was able to pursue his quest for wisdom and virtue 

k.J, and "examine" young and old, rich and poor, for the 
best part of half a century in complete freedom. There is 
no record of the authorities trying to inhibit his teaching 
or philosophizing at the time, though what he taught, es­
pecially on the subject of justice and wrongdoing, was of­
ten contrary to the Athenian consensus, and must have 
shocked the right-thinking. Nevertheless, his career as a 
teacher was not without its dangers. Athens was the most 
successful of the Greek city-states in terms of creating 
wealth, art, and ideas. For much of the fifth century B.C., it 
was the cultural capital of the civilized world. But because 
of its success, it was a hazardous place, both for politicians 
and for those who lived by their intellects. Intense compe­
tition generated artistic and cerebral innovation on a scale 
never before seen in history, but also envy, spite, personal 
jealousies, and vendettas. These were most notable among 
the elite but the citizens as a whole were notoriously vola-
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tile, critical of their leaders and all prominent persons, eas­
ily swayed, and vengeful toward those who failed in public 
enterprises or angered them by what they conceived as 
arrogance or pretension. It was a celebrity society in which 
celebrities could be torn to pieces as well as exalted. In 
some ways it was like New York, "the quintessential fast­
track city," as Richard Nixon called it. In Athens, success 
was intoxicating but failure heavily punished. 

Moreover, during the last phase of Socrates' life, Ath­
ens was a demoralized place that could suddenly turn 
ugly. In the Acropolis and the Agora, there was the strong 
if intermittent scent of the witch hunt. The sunlit years of 
the Periclean ascendancy never returned. Darkness fell 
with the great plague of 430 B.c., which killed most of 
Pericles' own family and eventually him. The plague de­
stroyed the city's once peerless self-confidence. It ap­
peared to be a judgment on Athenian hubris. It also 
decimated the ranks of the elite, destroying some of its 
ablest members. It had a perceptible effect on Athens's 
military and naval manpower, making it far more diffi­
cult to replace battle losses. The days when Athens's pop­
ulation was perceptibly growing were over. The plague 
reduced it by a quarter. There was little sign of recovery 
in Socrates' lifetime. 

No leader was found with the dynamic energy and vi-
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sion to replace Pericles, none with the consistency of pur­
pose to wage successfully the Peloponnesian War (431-404 

B.c.) he had undertaken. Leadership fell into volatile and 
irresponsible hands. First came Cleon, the brutal dema­
gogue, who in 422 invaded Thrace but, after some initial 
successes, was defeated and slain at Amphipolis. There 
were periodic truces and long pauses when both Sparta 
and Athens licked their wounds. Then Alcibiades, Socrates' 
friend and would-be lover, came to the helm. He was not 
so much a demagogue as an adventurer, whose ultimate 
loyalty was to himself. In 416-415 B.c., he vociferously sup­
ported a grandiose plan to send a naval and military expe­
dition to Sicily to subdue Sparta's important ally, Syracuse. 
The plan was opposed by the general Nicias (470-413 B.c.), 
who had emerged as a moderate in opposition to Cleon 
and was generally in favor of peace. But the plan was ad­
opted nevertheless, and both Nicias and Alcibiades ap­
pointed to command, an unwise arrangement, to put it 
mildly. The , expedition was large and splendidly 
equipped-"the most magnificent ever dispatched from 
Athens," according to Thucydides. Socrates watched the 
preparations with misgivings. He was never a pacifist and 
had fought heroically for Athens in his day, but he thought 
war was usually unwise and the struggle to the death with 
Sparta suicidal for Greece, as indeed it proved. The fact 
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that both Alcibiades and Nicias were friends of his made 
his position difficult. 

In the event Alcibiades was soon recalled to Athens to 
face charges of polluting the Eleusinian Mysteries, the 
most important of the private cults at Athens. This was 
typical of the riotous, drunken behavior in which he and 
his rich friends indulged. No contemporary writer tells us 
what exactly Alcibiades and his gang did or why they did 
it, and the whole business is as much a puzzle to me as the 
mysteries themselves. Fearing conviction and execution, 
Alcibiades then deserted Athens and went to Sparta to give 
advice on how they could destroy the expedition he him­
selfhad advocated, planned, and commanded. But he soon 
quarreled with the Spartans, too, and thereafter oscillated 
between the two sides in the war until he was murdered 
in Phrygia in 404 B.C. As he never failed to boast about his 
relationship with Socrates, and what he had learned from 
him, he was a serious embarrassment-and a danger-to 
the old philosopher, now in his middle sixties. 

Nicias, too, proved an embarrassment, for in action he 
was an indecisive general, given to trusting soothsayers 
and diviners rather than his own military instincts. De­
spite reinforcements, the Sicilian expedition ended in total 
disaster, the soldiers slaughtered or left to starve to death 
in the quarries outside Syracuse, and the commanders, in-

142 



Socrates 

eluding Nicias, executed. It was the greatest military de­
bacle in the entire history of Athens, an unmitigated defeat 
redeemed only by the magnificent prose in which Thucy­
dides relates it. 

The war dragged on, Athens making valiant but in­
creasingly desperate, even despairing, efforts to rebuild a 
navy, to ensure food supplies, and to prevent the Spartans 
from destroying what was left of her empire. In 406 B.C., 
an Athenian fleet won the victory ofArginusae, so called 
after the islets between the major island of Lesbos and the 
mainland of Asia. This was an important success for the 
beleaguered city, but it was frittered away by the Athenian 
politicians. The losses on both sides had been heavy. The 
Spartan fleet was destroyed, but Athens lost twenty-five 
ships and over four thousand mariners. Instead of congrat­
ulating the commanders on their success, the politicians 
decided to indict the naval commanders for culpable neg­
ligence in not doing enough to save the lives of their men. 
The prosecution was outrageous in itself, but it was fur­
ther marred by two irregularities. First, the politicians 
proceeded by a process in which the verdict was reached 
not by a sworn jury but by a simple vote in the Assembly 
of citizens. This made it the equivalent of the notorious 
Bill of Attainder process which, in late Plantagenet and 
Tudor England, cost so many innocent men and women 
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their heads. Second, the Assembly was forbidden to try the 
eight accused commanders individually but was told to 
judge them collectively by a single vote. This was against 
one of the central principles of Athenian jurisprudence 
and was plainly unlawful. 

Socrates, as it happened, was directly involved in this 
scandalous proceeding. Though declining politics, he al­
ways did his constitutional duty as a law-abiding citizen, 
and this involved serving from time to time in the Senate 
of Five Hundred, and on this occasion on the committee 
of procedure, or prytanes, which decided the agenda for 
the Assembly. The committee, no doubt prompted by 
Socrates, protested the illegality and unconstitutionality 
of the proceedings. But the prosecuting politicians, backed 
by a mob formed by the families of the dead sailors, bul­
lied the committee members, threatening to add their 
names to the indictment and so have them condemned 
and executed. One by one, the committee members gave 
way. Socrates alone continued to protest and refused to 
play any part in a legal farce that in effect was mob law. 
This took courage, and he was lucky to escape with his 
life. All the commanders were condemned en bloc, and six 
were promptly executed (two had escaped). In this dese­
cration of Athenian justice, Socrates alone had upheld the 
rule of law. 

144 



Socrates 

Three years later, he again took a solitary. stand against 
moral and legal anarchy. Athenian reverses resumed after 
the fleeting victory of Arginusae; the brutal, arrogant, but 
highly efficient Spartan commander, Lysander, proved in­
vincible on both land and sea. In 405 B.c., he destroyed 
what remained of the Athenian navy at Aegospotami and 
blockaded the port of Piraeus, starving the Athenians and 
forcing them to capitulate in the spring of 404 B.c. As was 
his practice in taking over Athenian colonies and allies, he 
suspended the existing democratic constitution of Athens, 
replacing it by what we would call a junta of oligarchic 
aristocrats. This was led by Critias, a man well known to 
Socrates and first cousin to Plato's mother. In concert with 
Theramenes, who led the more moderate antidemocrats, 
he asked Lysander, whose troops now occupied the Acrop­
olis, for help. Lysander forced the Assembly to suspend the 
constitution, draw up a new one, and appoint a body of 
Thirty Tyrants to rule the city. The Thirty, with Critias at 
their head, seized dictatorial power. They appointed a new 
executive under their control, set up a board of ten to rule 
Piraeus, removed democrats from all offices, and began a 
reign of terror against their enemies, personal and politi­
cal. Theramenes begged Critias to appoint a new Assem­
bly to give the regime legitimacy, and a list of 3,000 citizens 
was drawn up but never published. In the end, Critias ex-
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ecuted Theramenes, together with an estimated 1,500 
other prominent opponents. Others were exiled, and most 
of the remainder fled. 

Thus Athens acquired a Vichy-style regime, sustained 
in power by the Spartan troops in the Acropolis, playing 
the role of the Nazis. Socrates was obviously unhappy 
about it all. Not only was Critias his former pupil, but so 
was Charmides, one of his chief associates, the brother of 
Plato's mother. However, once the executions began, he 
denounced them publicly as unjust and unlawful. Accord­
ing to Xenophon, he was summoned before the Thirty 
and told to cease conversing with the young men immedi­
ately. He refused and was dismissed by Critias with 
threats. Critias might have had him executed. But his tac­
tic, rather, was to get Socrates involved in the acts of the 
regime and to share its moral responsibilities. Socrates 
was instructed, with four other citizens, to seize a wealthy 
man, Leon of Salamis, confiscate his property, then kill 
him. The four obeyed, and Leon was, in fact, murdered. 
Socrates refused to have any part in this atrocity and sim­
ply went home. He expected to be arrested there and ex­
ecuted in his turn. He might have fled from Athens like so 
many others, but nothing would persuade him to leave his 
beloved city. It was now near the end of the year, and 
events turned against Critias. He had been unable to estab-
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lish his authority over Piraeus, where many armed demo­
crats had gathered. He went down there in person to see 
what he could do and was killed in a battle with the exiles 
under Thrasybulus. His associates were now deposed by 
the moderates, who negotiated terms with the democrats. 
The democratic system was restored in the summer of 403 

B.c., and the rump of the Tyrants fled to Eleusis, where 
they were massacred three years later. 

Thus ended this woeful episode in Greek history, leav­
ing Socrates desolate and shaken but with his honor intact. 
He was, however, in some ways a marked man, being as­
sociated with three politicians who in these years of Athe­
nian failure and disgrace had been credited by the citizenry 
with much of the blame for it-Alcibiades, Critias, and 
Charmides. All three figure largely in Plato's writings 
about Socrates, and Charmides had a dialogue named af­
ter him: He it was whom Socrates, unusually, encouraged 
to enter politics, and this was known. I think it unlikely 
that Critias, who was only nine years younger than 
Socrates, had been a pupil of his in the usual sense, but all 
three had come under his influence, and this was certainly 
known too. Now all three were dead, but none had been 
punished, strictly speaking, under Athenian law, after due 
process. So justice was unsatisfied. We must remember 
that about 1,500 Athenians had been judicially murdered 
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or simply slain without any kind of trial, and their families 
and dependents were clamoring for revenge. Who was to 
be thrown to them? What about Socrates? Was he not the 
man who had argued against revenge as justice? And said 
that retaliation was wrong? All the more reason why he 
should suffer now. 

One of the defects of the Athenian system of justice 
was that no clear distinction was made between the public 
and private interest in seeking the prosecution of wrong­
doers. The state could, and did, prosecute. But so could 
private individuals, on behalf of the public. And they fre­
quently did so. The law did not differentiate between a 
public crime and a private tort (wrong) as in England and 
the United States. Nor were there separate courts to un­
derline the difference between public and private motiva­
tions in seeking legal redress. If, in the case of Socrates, 
matters had been left to the state authorities, it is most 
probable that he would have been left alone. The state had 
enough to do without taking on an old man in his late six­
ties. There had been revolution and counter-revolution in 
the law no less than in the Athenian polity. When the 
democrats returned to power, one of their first acts was to 
appoint a commission to revise and codify the entire body 
of law, which had been left in confusion by the Thirty Ty­
rants and their Spartan masters. It did not finish its work 
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until the year 400 B.c. There were many private suits pend­
ing, launched by the families of the murdered victims, to 
recover their confiscated property. The courts were 
crammed with angry and frustrated litigants. 

But there were in Athens men who conceived it their 
moral duty to punish Socrates or at least force him to leave 
Athens. One such was Anytus, a wealthy democrat who 
claimed he was acting from the highest motives in prose­
cuting Socrates. Plato, in Meno, calls him a well-bred man. 
But he was not well educated. He did not distinguish be­
tween Socrates and the Sophists, and his hatred of Sophists 
was passionate. In all likelihood, his mind on this topic 
had been shaped by Aristophanes' Clouds, which not only 
presents Socrates as a Sophist but accuses him of disgrace­
ful and dishonest behavior. It is an instance of the dangers 
of unbridled and mendacious "satire." Anytus was not ex­
actly the model of upright probity he claimed to be. He 
had been a general who in 409 B.C. had failed to prevent the 
loss of Pylos. He was threatened with prosecution but es­
caped by bribery. Perhaps for this reason he did not consti­
tute himself the principal prosecutor. 

Though he financed the case, Anytus left its public 
presentation largely to a youngish man called Meletus. He 
was a religious fanatic, fond of using the crime of "impi­
ety" as a stick to beat public figures he felt were lacking in 
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right-thinking religious zeal. He had been involved in the 
prosecution of Andocides, an associate of Alcibiades in the 
Eleusinian Mysteries affair. His speech on this occasion 
has survived and would do credit to a Southern Baptist 
fundamentalist from Arkansas. A third party was joined 
to this private prosecution, a man called Lycon, about 
whom we know nothing except Socrates' assertion he was 
a "professional orator." In sum, the trio who took it upon 
themselves to accuse Socrates were an unimpressive col­
lection of near nonentities. The charge, as given by Dio­
genes Laertius, who may have transcribed the court 
document still preserved in the second century A.D., was 
as follows: 

Meletus, son of Meletus, of the deme of Pitthus, in­
dicts Socrates, son of Sophroniscus, of the deme 
Alopecae, on his oath, as follows. Socrates is guilty, 
first, of not worshipping the gods whom the state 
worships, but introducing new and unfamiliar reli­
gious practices; and, second, of corrupting the 
young. The prosecutor demands the death penalty. 

This prosecution, though we may judge it outrageous, 
should not be deemed unusual in fifth-century-B.c. Athens. 
Very few prominent citizens who achieved a high profile in 
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war or politics or business escaped an entanglement with 
the law. Many of them paid with their lives. Here are some 
of the famous or infamous who were brought to book, in 
one way or another, and my list is far from complete. 

Cleisthenes, usually regarded as the creator of Athe­
nian democracy, was prosecuted and exiled by his rival, 
Isagoras. He made a comeback, but his last years are a 
blank, presumably because he was thrown out again. 
Cimon, an immensely successful Athenian statesman and 
general as well as a promoter of public works, was prose­
cuted for bribery but acquitted. Two years later he was 
successfully ostracized, and after four years in exile, he 
had to beg to be allowed back in his native city. Pericles 
was prosecuted and tried for embezzlement and fraud. 
Aristes, the founder of the highly successful Delian 
League, was banished in 483 B.C. Themistocles, another 
highly successful Athenian statesman, was ostracized and 
exiled in 471. More ostraca bear his name than that of any 
other (presumably) unpopular Athenian. But he in turn 
successfully used the law against Hipparchus, Megacles, 
Xanthippus, and Aristides. Of Pericles' circle, the artist­
architect Phidias wa� accused of impiety and of stealing 
ivory in decorating the Parthenon. He died in prison. 
Anaxagoras was also accused of impiety and took refuge 
in Lampedusa. Protagoras was twice in trouble with po-
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litically inspired prosecution. Aspasia, too, was prosecuted, 
but acquitted. The dramatist and poet Sophocles was pros­
ecuted, also for impiety. So was Euripides. Pericles' son by 
Aspasia, also called Pericles, was put to death after the 
battle of Arginusae in 406 a.c. Among other prominent 
Athenians who met violent ends was the statesman Ephi­
altes, murdered in 461 a.c.; the demagogue Cleon, killed at 
Amphipolis; Critias, who was twice exiled and died fight­
ing; Alcibiades, who was assassinated; and Nicias, though 
in his case his execution was ordered by Athens's Syra­
cusan enemies. Persecution of the learned was by no 
means confined to Athens. Pythagoras was obliged to flee 
for his life from Samos to Croton, and later had to retire to 
Metapontum. Nor did it cease with the fifth century B.C. 
Aristotle had a charge of impiety brought against him and 
went into voluntary exile, "not wishing that Athens should 
commit a second crime against philosophy." 

The first crime, of course, was the trial, conviction, and 
death of Socrates. We have a full account, not of the whole 
trial, alas, but of his defense, of what happened afterward, 
and of his death, and for once we can trust our sources. 

The trial and death of Socrates constitute one of the 
great moral events of antiquity, indeed of history, and al­
though in some ways they are recorded with an amplitude 
unusual for ancient times, nevertheless our information is 
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profoundly unsatisfying. It is a thousand pities that Thucy­
dides was not still alive to give us a thoughtful, continuous, 
accurate, and penetrating account of the event. Instead, we 
have four books of Plato, written with his customary art­
istry-indeed, in his description of Socrates' last hours, 
with surpassing genius-but with his usual combination 
of truth and transference (of his thoughts to Socrates) and 
his irritating deformation professionelle, the tendency to put 
ideas before persons. What is lacking is any general de­
scription of the trial and what Plato thought of it. 

The first book is a dialogue, Euthyphro, set before the 
trial, in which Socrates, suddenly becoming aware that he 
is shortly to be tried for impiety, realizes that he is not 
quite sure what impiety is, or piety for that matter, and 
seeks definitions. As usual, he is frustrated by his own 
methods of examination, and all he shows is the muddle 
and confusion that arise when humans, anxious to ap­
pease or gratify the gods by offering sacrifices, are unable 
to explain the practical value of these pious actions or why 
the gods should want them. Socrates was by instinct and 
reason a monotheist and could perfectly well have argued 
that a human soul does indeed please an omnipotent god 
by offering him a pure and virtuous life on earth, and that 
this is the only form of sacrifice (which involves dispens­
ing with carnal pleasures and all forms of self-indulgence) 
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that matters. But to argue on this line would merely give 
hostages to his legal opponents, so he does not take it. 

There follows the Apology, a supposedly verbatim rec­
ollection of Socrates' defense at his trial. Plato was present, 
so we must presume that the speech is, in general, accu­
rately given. It also includes Socrates' remarks after he was 
convicted by a small majority and his response to the sen­
tence of death by putting forward, as was his legal right, 
an alternative punishment. Third comes a dialogue, in jail, 
with one of his closest friends, Crito, who is anxious to 
provide funds so that Socrates can escape the death sen­
tence and live in exile for a time. It gives Socrates reasons 
for declining the offer and his determination to uphold the 
dignity and sovereignty of Athenian law by submitting to 
it. Finally there is a description of Socrates' last hours, 
which includes an argument about the immortality of the 
soul and the nature of death. This is followed by his taking 
the penitential poison and his passing into the next world. 
Plato was not present but knew those who were, and his 
account has the ring, indeed the muflled thunder, of truth. 

The absence of an account by Thucydides, that match­
less analyst of motivation and historical settings, means 
that some aspects of Socrates' end will forever remain 
enigmatic. The trial took place in the late spring or early 
summer of 399 B.c., when Athens was still shaken by the 
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cruel and bloody events during the tyranny of the Thirty, 
the Quisling government made possible by the Spartan 
victory and occupation. The 1,500 prominent citizens 
killed under this ferocious regime formed a significant 
percentage of the entire male citizenry of Athens and a 
much higher proportion of those actively involved in pub­
lic life. Although by the time of the trial the democracy 
and the rule of law had been restored for three years, the 
courts were still clogged with litigation arising out of the 
drastic events under the Thirty, including property confis­
cations, and the loss and restoration of citizenship rights. 
It is amazing that, in the circumstances, such a prosecu­
tion, which many must have seen as frivolous, was al­
lowed to proceed. Unfortunately there was no attorney 
general in the Athenian democracy. In England and the 
United States, this official, the chieflaw officer of the state, 
has the right to veto a legal process he judges contrary to 
the public interest. Likewise, in an Athenian court, there 
was no presiding judge who after hearing the prosecution 
case, can, in England and America, throw out the case as 
unjustified, frivolous, or incoherent. Any investigation of 
the Socrates case is bound to reveal the Athenian legal sys­
tem as profoundly flawed. 

That may well have been Socrates' view too. But his 
position throughout was that, as an Athenian citizen, he 
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was fully subject to the laws and bound to abide by them. 
On many occasions he said, "I am grateful to God for mak­
ing me a man, as opposed to a woman, a Greek as opposed 
to a barbarian, and an Athenian as opposed to a foreigner." 
His love of Athens was boundless, and the value he at­
tached to the privilege of being free to walk its streets and 
talk and argue with its people was the spring of his life and 
all its motions. He could not be without it, and therefore 
never considered exile. Athens to Socrates was life. 

Socrates, then, accepted his trial as a perfectly valid ex­
pression of Athenian law and democracy. Many expected 
him to disappear before it could take place, and go abroad. 
But that to him was unthinkable. He did not make any 
preparations. He consulted nobody learned in the law and 
engaged no one to speak for him. His old rhetorical men­
tor, Diotima, was dead. Aspasia, that other friend and ex­
pert on persuasive rhetoric, may still have been alive, if 
elderly, but there is no evidence she was still part of 
Socrates' life. He took no counsel that we know 0£ We 
have to accept that Socrates was a curious mixture of gen­
uine humility and obstinate pride. He never made claims 
for himself as to knowledge or virtue. On the other hand, 
believing in justice as he did, he would not be unjust to 
himself He believed he had a mission from God to exam­
ine and improve people. No power on earth, no threat to 
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take away his freedom or his life, would deflect him from 
pursuing that God-ordained purpose. 

The circumstances of his trial were unfavorable to 
him. He had to speak, in the open, to a jury of 500 mem­
bers, enlarged by a crowd of onlookers composed of his 
friends and the merely curious, those with nothing better 
to do. One of the most difficult things we have to do, in 
the early twenty-first century, is to transport ourselves 
back 2,500 years, to a city of not many more than 150,000 

people, with huge cultural and political pretensions but in 
many ways with the narrow outlook of a medium-size 
provincial town. Most Athenians knew one another, at 
least by sight. That knowledge was flavored by gossip, ru­
mor, superstition, and prejudice. Most people in Athens 
had heard of Socrates, and many had seen him pottering 
about. He was thought to be "clever." Now as Socrates 
himself remarked on more than one occasion, Athenians 
did not like people merely because they were clever. It was 
a term, if not exactly of abuse, at least of suspicion. So 
Socrates was clever, was he? Then why does he wander 
about, with no shoes, almost in rags? Something wrong 
there, eh? 

In physical terms, we have to try to imagine Socrates 
addressing a town meeting in the Midwest in the third 
quarter of the nineteenth century. The issue was capital, 
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in that the man's life was theoretically at stake, but prob­
ably nothing would come of it. In other respects, it was a 
routine affair, nothing special. Socrates was used to talk­
ing, but always to small gatherings. He did not have a sea­
soned orator's powerful voice. I have spoken to gatherings 
of five hundred or more in various parts of the world and 
had no problems. But then I have always had amplifica­
tion. Socrates had nothing but his voice. He was not speak­
ing, either, in the theater at Epidaurus, with its superb 
acoustics, but merely in an uncomfortable open space in a 
dusty corner of the Acropolis. 

His audience would have been roughly of three parts. 
One third knew him, had actually met and talked to him, 
knew the kind of things he said-and what he did not 
say-and felt there was no harm in him. They would have 
voted to acquit him without much regard for the proce­
dures in court. Another third of the jury also knew him or 
of him, but at one remove. They had seen or knew of Aris­
tophanes' play about him, Clouds, first performed twenty­
five years before, but probably revived from time to time. 
Its hostility and lies created lasting prejudice against 
Socrates as a nuisance and troublemaker. Very clever: oh 
yes, very clever indeed. There had been other theatrical 
attacks on him, including an entire comic play, whose text 
has disappeared. Such mud sticks, and plenty of mud had 
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been thrown in Socrates' direction over many years. A 
third portion of the jury, in any likelihood, had no views 
at all about Socrates. But they probably disliked him, as 
being "clever," or reputedly so. And why was he of such 
importance as to occupy the attention of the court, when 
there was so much more of genuine importance to be 
dealt with? These people would not have listened hard, 
and in any case it was clearly not too easy to hear every­
thing that he said: He complained several times of inter­
ruptions. 

Nor was the substance of Socrates' defense calculated 
to win over either those prejudiced against him or to at­
tract the indifferent. His strongest argumentative virtue, 
a sinuous and sinewy subtlety, could not work with a mass 
audience. His habitual flavor of irony was a positive hand­
icap. His best strategy, and one that a professional advo­
cate would certainly have recommended, was to bring 
forward a succession of witnesses of impeccable character 
to testify, first, to his observance of the outward forms of 
Athenian religion and, second, to his having instructed 
them in ways that had led to their strong affection for vir­
tuous civic principles. This would not have been difficult 
to do. But Socrates would not do it. It was against his prin­
ciples in that it gave a misleading view of what he had been 
trying to do in his life for the best part of half a century. 
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He was not in the least interested in the outward obser­
vance of religion, but in its inner content. Nor did he in­
struct young men-or old ones, either-in civic virtue or 
in anything else. His object was to help, not teach, by his 
examining method-teach people to think for themselves. 

Socrates' attempt to explain to his dull Athenian mass 
jury what he was trying to do was dangerous in two ways. 
First, it involved telling them about his inner voice from 
God, which ordained him to conduct philosophy as he un­
derstood it. This in itself was sufficient proof he was not an 
atheist as such. His cross-examination of Meletus elicited 
that the young fanatic did indeed accuse him of atheism, 
and to that extent the first part of the indictment was re­
futed. But the jurors were probably not much interested by 
this point. What did impress them, and far from favorably, 
was Socrates' claim to be guided by a special divine com­
mand. Ordinary people who have had no such experience 
do not like to hear about those who claim to have a private 
line to the divinity. They scent presumption and arro­
gance. They feel that such persons are liable to make pub­
lic nuisances of themselves, especially if, as Socrates 
appeared to be saying in his defense, this special divine 
voice gave him commands that took precedence over any 
others, including, presumably, the standing orders of the 
civic deities. Here, indeed, Socrates appeared to be con-
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firming the indictment, that he had substituted new gods, 
or god, one specially devoted to him, for the traditional 
gods of Athens. 

Second, and worse, Socrates insisted on resurrecting 
the old tale of the prophetess of Delphi, who declared that 
there was no one in Athens wiser than Socrates. Some of 
the jurors would already have heard it. Others had not. 
Both groups might have been, and probably were, shocked 
that Socrates would bring it up in the context of his trial. 
Again, it smacked of arrogance and insensitivity. Of 
course, to those of us who have been able to follow the full 
flow of Socrates' thought, thanks to Plato, his object in 
referring to the oracle is clear and even admirable. It was 
central to his whole philosophy. At least he was aware of 
his own poverty of knowledge. In describing to the Athe­
nian jurors his attempts to explore the minds of his fellow 
Athenians to discover, whether they possessed any wis­
dom and whether they were conscious of possessing none, 
he was in fact trying to defend the reputation for truth of 
the god who inspired the prophetess. He concluded that 
she was, after all, speaking the truth, for his admission of 
being ignorant, of knowing he had no wisdom, made him 
unique in Athens, and to that extent, in confessing and 
acknowledging his miserable bereftness, wiser than his 
fellow Athenians, who thought themselves to know more 
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than they did. But the subtlety and irony of this argument 
was quite beyond most of his hearers, who probably 
thought that Socrates was merely finding a new and tortu­
ous way of praising himself. It was all very clear, no doubt, 
and to hell with him! So he was the wisest man in Athens, 
was he? Well: an Athenian jury would show what they 
made of that claim. 

Some of Socrates' friends, listening to his defense, must 
have winced when he thus played into his enemies' hands 
by his candor, and by the fact that he clothed it in that 
most dangerous of all vestures, irony. However, when all 
is said about the inadequacies of Socrates' defense, what 
probably led to the guilty verdict had nothing to do with 
it. The damning points were the two names: Critias and 
Alcibiades. Both were hated figures. Alcibiades had been 
rich, handsome, reckless, full of braggadocio and temerity, 
proud as the devil, hugely appealing, and infinitely wicked. 
He had Athens at his feet and then led it into the most di­
sastrous military adventure in the whole of its long his­
tory. In his wicked and childish way, he had blasphemed 
the most sacred of Athens's private religious cults, the 
Eleusinian Mysteries, and condemned accordingly, he had 
fled to the Spartans, turned traitor to Athens, and advised 
her enemies how to attack her successfully. Forgiven and 
reinstated, he had achieved some successes, but met fail-
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ure, too, and was again a suspect exile when' the Persians, 
conspiring with the Spartans, had him murdered. 

Critias, born in 460 B.C., was ten years older than Al­
cibiades, and a follower and associate of his in some of his 
exploits, both antireligious and political. He was a writer, 
poet, and dramatist, some of whose works, which have 
since disappeared, were once attributed to Euripides. 
Whereas Alcibiades was by inclination a democrat and 
populist, Critias was an elitist who valued his aristocratic 
connections, and on the surrender of Athens in 404, he 
returned as a violent supporter of the pro-Spartan Thirty 
Tyrants and took a prominent role in their atrocities. In 
Xenophon's account, he was the leader of the extremists 
among the Thirty, and in a desperate attempt to prolong 
the regime, he was killed fighting the democrats in the 
spring of 403. 

In 399 B.C., Alcibiades and Critias were the two most 
hated names in Athens. But they were both dead, and 
nothing further could be done by Athenians to avenge 
themselves upon them. Moreover, though associates of 
both, and especially Critias, were still alive and at liberty, 
they were covered by an act of amnesty that Anytus and 
other moderate democrats had caused to be passed in 403 
B.c. in an attempt to heal wounds and reunite the shattered 
political consensus of their city. It was probably because of 
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the inhibiting role of the amnesty that Anytus was under 
pressure from his side to find a suitable guilt victim who 
could be blamed for the sins of Critias and Alcibiades and 
punished accordingly. Hence his decision to attack 
Socrates and finance his prosecution. 

Socrates had taken no part in the events of 404-403 B.C. 
and thus was not covered by the amnesty. What he had 
done, many years before, or so it was widely believed, was 
to teach both Critias and Alcibiades, introducing them to 
impious and immoral ideas of the kind attributed to him 
in Aristophanes' Clouds or worse, and sowing the seeds of 
wickedness that eventually produced the evil fruit of trea­
son and mass murder. This, I am sure, was the line of 
thinking that led directly to the prosecution of Socrates. 
Whether either of the two hate figures was ever his pupil 
in any regular sense is doubtful. But they had been, at 
times on friendly terms with him, and Alcibiades had 
openly boasted of his admiration for Socrates and his wis­
dom. Critias had family connections with Plato, now 
Socrates' favorite pupil, and it could easily be shown, or at 
least was widely believed, that Critias and Socrates had 
remained friends. 

Here we come to another fatal consequence of Socrates' 
unwillingness to get involved in politics. Except privately, 
among intimate friends, he never commented on Athens's 
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politics and her rulers. He said nothing for the record 

about Pericles and his regime, for or against. He neither 

supported nor condemned the Peloponnesian War. He did 

not discuss the excesses of Alcibiades, applaud his victo­

ries, or condemn his follies and failures. So far as we know, 

he had no public comments to make on the fall of Athens 

and the murderous regime of the Thirty Tyrants. Yet one 

thing spoke for itself: He chose to remain in Athens during 

those terrible months. It is true, he refused to have any 

part in the murder of Leon. But the fact that he then went 

home and remained there to await retribution instead of 

fleeing abroad to join the democratic opposition could be 

held against him. Few understood the nature of his pas­

sionate attachment to the streets of the city, even when 

stained with the blood of its citizens. 

Hence it could be said that Socrates was the first man 

in history, in a formal trial, to fall victim of guilt by asso­

ciation. He had been a friend of both Critias and Alcibia­

des, and though he denied having taught either of them, 

he would not repudiate the friendship to satisfy the court. 

So he was judged guilty. The verdict, considering the 

number of jurors, was a narrow one. A total of 280 jurors 

voted for condemnation, 220 for acquittal: a majority of 60. 

Under Athenian law, the accused was now entitled to pro­

pose an alternative to the death sentence demanded by the 
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prosecuting trio. It was universally expected, at any rate 
by those who did not know him well, that Socrates would 
propose his banishment. But this was unacceptable to him 
for two reasons. First, it meant leaving Athens. This, as he 
saw it, was a greater punishment than death. Second, to 
have made an alternative punishment proposal acceptable 
to the court-as banishment certainly would have been­
seemed to Socrates to admit the justice of the verdict and 
the whole process of prosecuting him in the first place. 

Instead, and doubtless against the advice of his 
friends-if he consulted them-Socrates made a defiant 
counterproposal. It had two attractions for him. First, it 
maintained his position that his philosophical ministra­
tions to Athenian citizens, including the young, were a 
positive benefit to his native city and should be rewarded, 
not punished. Second, this audacious response was a piece 
of delicious irony and could be couched in his habitual 
quasicomic tone. He proposed that, in view of the good he 
had done to Athens by his work, he should be treated like 
one of the victors in the Olympic Games or like certain 
generals, admirals, and statesmen who had rendered ex­
ceptional services to the city, and awarded his meals at the 
celebratory table in the Prytaneum-this rare privilege to 
be conferred on him for life. 

This proposal was intended to shock, and did, but 
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chiefly his own supporters. It appeared to show contempt 
for the court and its verdict. In response to their frantic 
signals, Socrates then changed tack. He made a counter­
proposal that was punitive. He said he would pay a fine, of 
one mina, which was all he possessed. He added that he 
was sure his friends would stand surety for a larger fine, if 
the court felt this appropriate, and put forward a figure of 
30 minas. This figure, which he seems to have produced 
from the top of his head, was not negligible. One mina, he 
knew, would buy a well-produced copy of a play, a history 
or a poem by Homer at one of the new manuscript shops 
in the marketplace. Thirty minas would constitute an ad­
equate dowry for a middle-class bride. But such a fine 
would not normally be considered a serious alternative to 
a death sentence, and the proposal of a mina fine would 
have seemed an insult, like his ironic demand to have a 
seat at the public table in perpetuity. 

Socrates made a grievous misjudgment in treating this 
part of his trial with what most would have seen as levity, 
if not impudence. This error was reflected in the voting 
figures for his sente.nce. Eighty of the jury switched their 
votes from Socrates to his accusers, and he was con­
demned to death by a hugely increased majority-360 to 
140. If Socrates was disturbed by this swing of Athenian 
opinion against him, he gave no overt sign of it. His be-
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havior throughout the long day of his trial was composed 
and relaxed. He behaved as a man of his calling should do 
and took his reverses philosophically. He then had plenty 
of time to reflect upon his wisdom or lack of it. According 
to Athenian customary law, a sentence of death had to be 
carried out the day after it was pronounced. On the other 
hand, no execution was permitted during a period of cer­
emonial purity. One of these had begun the day before the 
trial to mark the annual commemoration of the deliver­
ance of Athens by Theseus, the pious myth being renewed 
by the dispatch of a sanctified boat to the shrine of Apollo 
on Delos. Until it returned, the state of purity remained, 
and the execution was postponed. 

Socrates' rich friend Crito proposed to the court that 
Socrates remain at liberty, under his surety, until the boat 
got back. But the court refused. He was instead put into 
the city jail and fettered at night to prevent escape. This 
indignity inflicted on an old man of seventy who had 
served Athens honorably in her wars and was in no sense 
a threat to the public peace, strikes us as cruel. But these 
were cruel times. The defeat in war, the Spartan occupa­
tion, the terror imposed by the Thirty, and the bout of 
civil war that got rid of them had been profoundly demor­
alizing for a normally self-confident and easygoing city. 
Locking up their most famous philosopher in chains, as a 
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prelude to his execution was evidence of a psychological 
crisis that had enveloped the once-proud city in hatred, 
guilt, and vengefulness. In fairness, one has to remember 
that most Athenian families had suffered violence within 
the last three or four years and were still lamenting a mur­
dered father, brother, or son. The atmosphere was raw, 
bitter, and brutal, and only in this implacable moral cli­
mate was it possible for the capital of the civilized world to 
commit what Aristotle was to call its "crime against phi­
losophy." 

However, the official decision to keep Socrates under 
duress and chained at night was mitigated by allowing 
him unlimited visitors by day. Many from home and 
abroad took advantage of the opportunity to see and talk 
to the famous seer, now in the shadow of death. Contrary 
winds delayed the sacred boat for a month, and Socrates 
spent it in the way that gave him most delight-question­
ing and speaking to those he respected and loved about 
the things that mattered: virtue, wisdom, the soul, and 
death. 

He did other things too. He wrote poetry. He com­
posed a paean, or hymn of praise, to Apollo. He turned 
some of Aesop's fables into verse. Socrates explained why 
he made these efforts in a field that had always been for­
eign to him. He said he had a regular dream in which he 
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appeared to be commanded to "practice music." He had 
always interpreted this to mean "do philosophy," for the 
search for wisdom is the finest music. But the dream had 
come again, and since he could not practice his kind of 
philosophy in prison, he felt that perhaps his dream was 
now to be taken in a more literal sense: making the music 
of words. 

In fact, as all who have read Plato's account of Socrates' 
last days know, it was not impossible to philosophize in 
prison. Quite the · contrary. Socrates' thinking and his 
powers of expressing it reached their highest pitch during 
his prison days. It was as though the physical restraints on 
his body, by the kind of paradox he loved, released his 
mind and soul into a freedom he had never known before. 
He thought more clearly and luminously than ever, and 
his expressions took on a kind of beauty that Plato, hap­
pily, had the genius to convey. We must not suppose we 
can enjoy the full glory of the results, at any rate in transla­
tion. Ancient Greek is a magical language, both written 
and spoken. Like ancient Hebrew, it has undertones and 
overtones, echoes and melodies of its own, which point 
and counterpoint the strange gifts of the extraordinary 
peoples who spoke them. Ultimately all that is most 
worthwhile in the Western civilization we cherish can be 
traced back to Greek and Hebrew words and their hum-
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ming, resonating meanings. Socrates, in his last days, gave 
full expression to the specifically Greek component in this 
intellectual magic. The Greek he spoke was prose and po­
etry at the same time. And more: It was as though philoso­
phy, so long nurtured in the Greek breast, had found its 
authentic voice for the first time and was speaking aloud 
for all future generations to hear. 

Socrates in prison, about to die for the right to express 
his opinions, is an image of philosophy for all time. It 
caught Plato's imagination and brought forth all his pow­
ers. Thanks to those powers, it caught the imagination of 
all those since who have cared about the importance and 
penetration of thought. This overwhelmingly potent vi­
sual image of the thinking, righteous man on the eve of 
death, became the archetype of philosophy in its human 
incarnation. All future philosophers were, in a sense, 
forced to compete with this image and submit to it. 

There was a prelude to the last act of Socrates' life, re­
lated in a dialogue with Crito. He was by now Socrates' 
most constant and closest friend, and he came to see him 
in prison to propose a means of escape. It would not be 
difficult, and he would finance it. Socrates, he said, owed 
it to his children to adopt the plan. The old man, as we 
might expect, rejected it, though as we would also expect, 
courteously and patiently. (It is one of the most agreeable 
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aspects of studying Socrates that we are never aware of 
any sharpness or irritability, of dogmatic emphasis, let 
alone exasperation, in his tone of voice. His conversational 
manners are always impeccable.) He took the opportunity 
to explain the true relationship between philosophy and 
the law. 

Socrates had always felt bound to fulfill his mission. It 
was his duty to God, as well as his delight and the mean­
ing of his entire existence. Somehow, that mission had 
come in conflict with the law-as perceived by some-and 
he had been prosecuted. He had failed in his defense to 
resolve this conflict and clear up what must be a misun­
derstanding. So he had been sentenced to death. It was 
better to die over and over again than to neglect duty, 
which was obviously and incontrovertibly wrong. Obedi­
ence to God came before any law, however righteous. But 
that was not to defy law, merely to accept the conse­
quences, even death, of obeying a higher law. That led to 
the second point. Socrates had been born, had been 
brought up and had lived all his life under Athenian law. 
He had chosen to do so, over and over again. He regarded 
Athens as the best place on earth to live, and it had always 
provided him with the perfect setting for his mission in 
life. He loved its people, with all their faults, its streets and 
their trades, its public places. Its government was always 
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imperfect, often grievously remiss, and sometimes mon­
strous. But it was his city, which he had fought for, and to 
which he belonged inextricably. Everyone, even or espe­
cially philosophers, had to accept the rule of law of the 
place where they lived. In his case, this rule had come into 
conflict with his higher calling. The result was a sentence 
of death. He thought his conviction was mistaken and his 
sentence unjust. But to seek to evade it by bribery and cor­
ruption would be an even greater wrong, an unarguable 
and incontrovertible injustice that he could never perpe­
trate. If, as he believed, he was the victim of injustice, how 
could this be put right by committing an even greater in­
justice, greater in that he knew it to be unjust? The gov­
erning principle of his life was that a wrong could never 
justify a further wrong in response. Far better to submit 
to injustice, in the hope and confident expectation that, in 
time, men and women would come to see it so, and cher­
ish his memory for his fortitude in accepting it. 

The Crito dialogue concerns the rule oflaw and its par­
amountcy. The final dialogue, Phaedo, named after one of 
Socrates' closest followers, who was with him in his last 
hours, concerns death and the immortal soul. It is Plato's 
finest work and calls forth all the resources of Socrates' 
sinuous intellect and the subtlety and beauty of the ancient 
Greek language. It begins soon after dawn, with the exit 
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of Xanthippe and her child-in-arms, Socrates' third son, 
who had both evidently spent the night in the prison. His 
mother apart, Plato was not much interested in women as 
persons (as opposed to ideas), and therefore we are not told 
about Xanthippe's thoughts on Socrates' predicament or 
any advice she gave him. He evidently loved her, to which 
the young child bore witness, and she him. His leaving her 
undefended and unprovided for was part of the price he 
paid for abiding by his principles. But then, as he doubtless 
consoled himself,· he had many devoted friends, some of 
whose means were ample. It is fruitless to speculate. 
Socrates is released from his night irons, and as he stirs 
back into life, muscles wearied by the shackles, he reflects 
upon how closely the pleasure of release is related, indeed 
caused by the pain of restriction, an instance of the eternal 
opposites that punctuate and furnish our lives, giving 
them movement and variety and richness. 

The men-they are a group of close followers and ad­
mirers, some from abroad-then get down to the final 
matters that dominate Socrates' last hours: death and what 
follows, or rather the death and disappearance of the body 
and the survival of the soul in a place prepared for it. It is 
Socrates' great merit as a philosopher that he always con­
centrates on what matters most to us. Of course it is inter-
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esting to know what set the universe in motion, if anything 
did, and what follows from Einstein's general theory of 
relativity, and whether there is such a thing as antimatt�r, 
and other objects of speculation and experimental inquiry. 
These or similar questions interested the Greeks in 399 B.c. 
as they interest us today. But what really mattered then 
and matters now is the one inescapable fact of human ex­
istence: death, and what follows it. Despite all the efforts 
of doctors and scientists, psychologists, poets, painters, 
musicians, and other imaginative creators of genius, death 
remains as great a mystery to us now as it did to Socrates' 
contemporaries 2,500 years ago. In knowledge of death we 
have not advanced one centimeter in all that time. Our 
perception oflife to come, if there is any, is no more vivid. 
If anything, cloudier. But thanks to Socrates-and to Plato 
for recording him-we have at least learned, if we choose, 
to approach death and an unknown future with decorum, 
courage, and honor. 

Socrates told those listening to him that the true phi­
losopher has no fear of death or desire to resist it, because 
he is willing to die as an affirmation of the principles by 
which he has striven to live. The philosopher, by whom 
he meant all those anxious to live and do wisely, knows 
that after death, the soul of the just man will be in the care 
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of a god who values justice above all things and therefore 

will ensure that the still living soul of the dead man will 

be comforted and made secure. Death, then, is not to be 

feared but to be welcomed as the natural end to our life 

on earth and the beginning of something infinitely more 

glorious. 

There follows an argumentative justification of 

Socrates' firm belief that the soul is indeed immortal and 

survives when the body rots away. This passage is spoiled 

by Plato's irritating insistence on dragging into it and foist­

ing on a reluctant (we assume) Socrates his theory of 

forms. But this is a detail that does not matter, for Socrates' 

confidence in the survival of the soul and in the emotional, 

intellectual, and spiritual richness that awaits the souls of 

the just is so calm, serene, pure, and magisterial as to carry 

all before it. Socrates does not necessarily remove all 

doubts in the mind of the skeptic about the soul's immor­

tality and the afterlife. What he does do, however, is con­

vince us of his own belief in both and of the steadfastness 

with which he approaches his own departure into the un­

known. 

The supreme lesson of Socrates' life, it seems to me, is 

that doing justice according to the best of your knowledge 

gives you a degree of courage that no inbred or trained 

valor could possibly equal. If there was one particular vir-
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tue Socrates possessed, it was courage, shown in all kinds 
of circumstances, from the battlefield to the courtroom, 
and now in his last hours under sentence of death. Thanks 
to his incisive arguments in favor of the immortal soul and 
the life waiting for it after the body departed-arguments 
that expressed his own total inner conviction-Socrates' 
own spirits rose and rose during his last hours, until by the 
time death was imminent, they overflowed in a great, 
steady, copious fountain of optimism and expectation. He 
embraced death not as a punishment but as a reward. It 
culminated, crowned, beatified, and made luminous his 
entire life. 

As dusk fell, the discussion came to its natural end, and 
the jailer arrived to announce that Socrates must now take 
poison. It was an axiom of the Athenian democracy that 
the laws, being freely voted, must be freely complied with 
by citizens, even and especially the punishment of death, 
which must be administered by the person condemned, 
who was required to swallow poison. This was composed 
of hemlock, though Plato does not explicitly say so, and it 
may have been a mixture more certain to produce death 
quickly, surely, and painlessly than a simple distillation of 
the noxious plant. The jailer could not help but tell those 
present that Socrates was the noblest, the gentlest, and 
the bravest man he had ever had in his custody, and his 
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obvious distress at the work he had to do was, perhaps, the 
most striking tribute to the lovable nature of the seer, to 
anyone fortunate enough to know him well. 

Before taking the poison, Socrates had a bath and again 
said good-bye to his children and the women of his family: 
"He talked to them in Crito's presence," says Plato, "and 
gave them directions about his last wishes." Then he re­
joined his friends, and later a man came in with the poison 
in a cup. Socrates said, "Well, my friend, you are accus­
tomed to these things-what do I do?" "Just drink it, Sir, 
and then walk about until you feel your legs becoming 
heavy. Then lie down, and the poison will do its work." He 
handed the cup to Socrates, who received it cheerfully, 
without any trembling or change of color or expression. 
He asked if he might perform a libation (an offering to the 
gods), but the man said the cup contained only enough for 
its purpose. "Well," said Socrates, "I can still pray that my 
departure from this world will be beneficent. So I do pray, 
and I hope my prayer will be granted." With these words 
he drank the cup, in one long swallow, quite calmly, and 
with no sign of repugnance. 

At this point, his friends, who had been anxious to 
show self-restraint, began to weep. Crito, to compose him­
self, left the room. Apollodorus, already weeping, erupted 
in a spasm of convulsive tears, which set everyone else 
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going, and brought a rebuke from Socrates himself: "What 
a way for men to behave! I sent away my womenfolk to 
prevent this kind of scene. I planned to die in a reverent 
silence, and now your tears are forcing me to joke! Pray, 
be calm, and brave." So it was, over two millennia later, 
when W. E. Gladstone, the great Liberal statesman, an­
nounced to his fourth and last cabinet, in 1894, that he was 
resigning as prime minister and ending his political career 
of over sixty years. There were tears on all sides, and Glad­
stone, dry-eyed and sardonic, called it "my blubbering 
cabinet." Socrates made no reference to "my blubbering 
death scene." Instead, he walked about for a while, until he 
said, "I shall lie down. My legs are heavy." He lay on his 
back, as the poison bearer recommended. The man then 
examined his feet and legs, then pinched one foot hard and 
asked ifhe felt it. Socrates said no. The man then pinched 
his legs and moved to the center of his body, finding all 
cold and numb. He told those watching, "When the numb­
ness reaches his heart, Socrates will be no more." 

Suddenly, however, the old man drew back the covers 
he had placed over his face and said clearly, "Crito, · we 
ought to offer a cock to Asclepius. Do so, and don't forget." 
These were his last words. Some early Christian writers 
used to cite them as evidence of Socrates' incorrigible 
paganism: thinking of a childish sacrifice to the god of 
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healing on his deathbed. In fact it was more a sign of 
Socrates' love of joking and irony. He was anxious to 
thank God for a safe transit from fretful life into easeful 
death, and "a cock for Asclepius" was his droll way of put­
ting it. So he passed away with a smile. 
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I
n terms of his influence, Socrates was the most impor­
tant of all philosophers. He supplied some of the basic 
apparatus of the human mind, especially in the way 

men and women approach moral choices and make them, 
and in the consequences that flow from them in this world 
and the next. 

Socrates did not exactly abolish the fantastic polythe­
ism of ancient Greek paganism, with its humanlike gods 
and goddesses and its godlike heroes apotheosized into 
deities and all their fictionalized and poetic feuds, favorit­
ism, magic, miracles, and interventions. This pantheon 
was fading fast even in his lifetime, and Socrates, always 
tender toward the superstitions of others, did not assault it 
frontally. What he did was to concentrate on making more 
substantial the presence of an overriding divine force, a 
God who permeated all things and ordained the universe. 
T his dramatic simplification made it possible for him to 
construct a system of ethics that was direct, plausible, 
workable, and satisfying. 
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Socrates did this by drawing an absolute distinction 
between the body and the soul. The body was the source 
of desires, appetites, gratifications, and glory. It repre­
sented the animal nature of man, his physical being and 
his ambitions and pleasures, both legitimate and harmful. 
Without this body, humans were nothing and could do 
nothing; they needed the body to be significant, creative, 
and purposeful. The body was a problem and burden, 
however, because of the sheer power of its desires and the 
destruction involved in gratifying them. But the body was 
balanced by the soul, which represented the principle of 
virtue and wisdom; the two were intimately connected 
and in some respects indistinguishable. The body was the 
outward form; the soul was the inward personality of the 
human being. The more the appetites of the body were 
controlled and restrained, the more the soul prospered 
and flourished, and the personality of the human became 
benevolent, useful, and at ease with himself and the world. 
The body pursued pleasure, hoping to find happiness. But 
happiness was to be found, in this life, only by allowing 
the soul to direct the body in the path of virtue and wis­
dom. The body came to an end with death, and rotted 
away, taking its problems and appetites away too. The 
soul survived, and if guided in this life by virtue and wis-
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dom, found itself prepared to be united with God and 
with other well-nurtured souls in an immortal existence 
of content. 

The permeation of Greek thought by Socrates' notions 
of life and death, body and soul, which operated through 
the writings of Plato and Aristotle and others, and which 
became increasingly perceptible within two or three gen­
erations of his departure, was hugely assisted by the story 
of his trial and self-execution and his superb composure on 
the threshold of eternity. Socrates became not only the 
archetypal philosopher and source of ethical wisdom, but 
the living paradigm of a good man and the perfect exam­
ple of how the body-soul relationship ought to operate. 

Hence when in the first century A.D. St. Paul came to 
preach the teachings of Jesus Christ to the Greek-speaking 
world of the Gentiles, he found an audience already pre­
pared, in certain important respects, for his message. It 
was the combination of Jesus' inspired Hebrew message of 
charity, selflessness, acceptance of suffering, and willing 
sacrifice with the clear Socratic vision of the soul's tri­
umph and the eter11al life awaiting it that gave the Chris­
tianity which sprang from St. Paul's teaching of the 
Gospels its astonishing power and ubiquity and enabled it 
to flourish in persecution and martyrdom. The figure of 

187 



Paul Johnson 

Socrates also emerged unscathed and ennobled from his 
trial, conviction, and approaching death. St. Paul wrote, 
"The Greeks ask for a reason, the Jews look for a sign." 
Socrates, thanks to Plato's writings, supplied the reason, 
while Jesus ofNazareth and his resurrection produced the 
sign. 

It is not profitable to pursue the connection between 
Socratic thought and Christianity beyond this general 
point. Socrates was not a Christian precursor, and though, 
like Jesus, he had a mission, the two endeavors had little in 
common. "I am the way, the truth and the life": this was a 
majestic claim, which only the consciousness of divinity 
could possibly justify. It was not a prospectus Socrates 
could ever conceivably have put forward. His one reiter­
ated insistence was that he knew nothing. What he did feel 
he could do, and what was the essence of his ministry, was 
to help ordinary humans to think a little more clearly and 
coherently about what constituted good behavior, worthy 
of humanity at its best. The success with which he did this, 
worked out over numerous generations, gave clarity and 
power to the Greek world's reception of Christianity and 
so made it more fruitful. That in itself was an enormous 
achievement, beside which the work of Plato and Aristo­
tle, important though they were in the establishment of 
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Christendom and so of the Western world that succeeded 
it, were peripheral contributions. 

The second key way in which Socrates furnished' or 
refurnished the mind permanently was in insisting that 
morality was absolute, not relative. All societies, from the 
most primitive to the most sophisticated, have an inher­
ent, weakening tendency to slip into moral relativism. 
Greek society as he found it was a crumbling and festering 
mass of morally relative practices and pseudo-idealistic 
propositions to justify them. The body of Greek polythe­
ism sweated moral relativism at every pore. It would be 
hard to find a clear moral absolute in the whole of Homer, 
and dramatists like Sophocles and Euripides tell approv­
ingly of deals with the gods that subvert the notion of 
regular moral conduct. Socrates' great gift to society was 
that he brought morals from the shifty atmosphere of qua­
sidivine bargains, frauds, and compromises into the blaz­
ing daylight of ordinary honorable transactions between 
men and women striving to be honest. To Socrates, moral­
ity was absolute or it was nothing. If an act was unjust, it 
was always and everywhere so and must never be done. 
Whatever the provocation, a man or woman must never 
act unjustly. A simple tradesman doing his business in the 
Agora at Athens, a statesman speaking to the Assembly on 
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issues of peace or war, a general or admiral conducting an 
army or a galley fleet, or a teacher instructing the young 
were all subject to the same inexorable moral laws. 

Socrates rejected retaliation, however great the offense 
in the first place, as contrary to justice because it involved 
inflicting a wrong. The principle-never retaliate, never 
inflict wrong in any circumstances-applied equally to 
city-states, however powerful, and private individuals, 
however humble. Socrates drew no distinction between 
public and private morality, a point never before made or 
even considered in the history of Greek ethics-if ethics 
could be said to have had a history before his time. It might 
be said that Socrates, in subjecting all actors on the human 
stage to the same rules, democratized ethics in the same 
way, though by a different process of reasoning, that the 
ancient Hebrews made all humans equal in subjection to 
an omnipotent and universal Yahweh and so produced 
what Philo of Alexandria, a seer who owed almost as much 
to Socrates as to Moses, called a democratic theocracy. 

Socrates had a favorable opinion of men and women 
because he saw clearly that they were capable of the high­
est moral heroism. Their outward appearance was of no 
lasting significance. Beauty faded with age, and clothes 
could do little for a man or woman to enhance or detract 
from what nature had provided. He had no shoes and pre-
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cious little in the way of garments, and God had made him 
an ugly man. On the other hand, he was no uglier at sev­
enty than he had been at twenty: a little more bandy­
legged, perhaps, and with a paunch. He had no time for 
Zeuxis, the fashionable painter who had his name embroi­
dered on his cloak in gold letters. What was that supposed 
to prove? On the other hand, human beings, though not 
worth adorning, were infinitely worth study. Socrates was 
fascinated throughout his life by the variety, peculiarities, 
cussedness, and sheer individualism of human beings. 
They posed problems he delighted in solving and offered 
perspectives on the human condition that kept him in con­
stant fascination as he bustled and dawdled about the 
streets of Athens, sampling its human wares. Asked why 
he had married such a difficult woman as Xanthippe, he 
replied that it was precisely her singularities, not to say her 
angularities, that made her attractive. She was a problem 
to be solved on which he could exercise his skills, like a 
horse trainer, he added, confronted by a testing but re­
markable animal. Socrates was interested in ideas and con­
cepts, and they form the starting point of all the dialogues 
in which Plato shows him participating. But the dialogues 
live and have meaning only in their humanity, only be­
cause they deal with real individuals. For Socrates, ideas 
existed to serve and illuminate people, not the other way 
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around. Here was the big distinction between him and 
Plato. To Socrates, philosophy had no meaning or rele­
vance unless it concerned itself with men and women. It is 
worth repeating, and emphasizing, Cicero's summary of 
Socrates' work: "He was the first to call philosophy down 
from the sky and establish her in the towns, and bring her 
into homes, and force her to investigate the life of men and 
women, ethical conduct, good and evil." 

Hence Socrates was ill at ease when by himself. He 
could not exercise his philosophy as a solitary. He needed 
people. He needed a city. Above all, he needed Athens. He 
had to have its human content, of all ages and classes and 
callings, to call upon and buttonhole, to question and sift, 
to stir up and provoke. It was as if he were a master chef 
preparing a celebratory feast of humanity. The Athenians 
were his prime ingredient, to which by his "examining" he 
added spice and flavor, substance and body, balance and 
variety, until he had produced a banquet of the mind and 
spirit that has given the world nourishment ever since. 

Happy among people, Socrates did not seek to turn 
them into pupils, let alone students. He was not a teacher, 
a don, an academic. There was nothing professorial about 
him. He had no oeuvre. As Cicero said, "He did not write 
so much as a single letter." There was no body of Socratic 
doctrine. He spurned a classroom. The streets and mar-
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ketplace of Athens were his habitat. Unlike Plato and 
Aristotle, he founded no Academy or Lyceum. The uni­
versity, with its masters and students, its lectures and tu­
torials, its degrees and libraries and publishing houses, 
was nothing to do with him. He was part of the life of the 
city-a thinking part, to be sure, a talking and debating 
part, but no more separated from its throbbing, bustling 
activity than the fishmonger or the money changer or the 
cobbler, its ranting politician, its indigent poet, or its wily 
lawyer. He was at home in the city, a stranger on campus. 
He knew that as soon as philosophy separated itself from 
the life of the people, it began to lose its vitality and was 
heading in the wrong direction. An academic philosophy 
was not an activity to which he had anything of value to 
contribute or in which he wished to participate. The no­
tion of philosophy existing only in academic isolation 
from the rest of the world would have horrified him and 
probably would have produced ribald laughter, too. 
"That," one can hear him saying, "is the death of any phi­
losophy I can recognize." 

For Socrates saw and practiced philosophy not as an 
academic but as a human activity. It was about real men 
and women facing actual ethical choices between right 
and wrong, good and evil. Hence a philosophical leader 
had to be more than a thinker, much more. He had to be 
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a good man, for whom the quest for virtue was not an 
abstract idea but a practical business of daily living. He had 
to be brave in facing up to choices and living with their 
consequences. Philosophy, in the last resort, was a form of 
heroism, and those who practiced it had to possess the 
courage to sacrifice everything, including life itself, in pur­
suing excellence of mind. That is what Socrates himself 
did. And that is why we honor him and salute him as phi­
losophy personified. 
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The handiest collection of texts that form the primary 
sources for Socrates' life is On Socrates in the Collector's Li­
brary (London, 2004), with an introduction by Tom Griffith. 
This gives the seven most important texts of Plato (Lysis, 
Laches, Charm.ides, Symposium, Apology, Crito, and Phaedo) the 
text of Clouds by Aristophanes, and Xenophon's Symposium. 
Moreover, it slips easily into the pocket. A more extensive 
collection of texts is in Socrates: A Source Book, compiled by 
John Ferguson (London, for the Open University, 1970), 
which gives much more of Plato, Xenophon's Memoirs of 
Socrates, Diogenes Laertius, a good deal of Aristotle, and ex­
tracts dealing with Socrates from Cicero and many other 
Latin secular writers, Plutarch and other Greek writers, and 
Christian writers on Socrates. Other editions of texts I have 
found useful include the Penguin Last Days of Socrates (Euthy­
phro, Apology, Crito, Phaedo), edited by Harold Tarrent, and 
the Penguin Republic, translated by Desmond Lee with an 
introduction by Melissa Lane (London, 1987). 

Two good, short biographies of Socrates are by A. E. Tay-
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lor (London, 1932) and C. C. W. Taylor (Oxford, 1998). Plato, 
by R. M. Hare (Oxford, 1982), is also recommended. The key 
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N. G. L. Hammond and H. H. Scullard (Oxford, 1973) and 
the Oxford Companion to Classical Literature, edited by M. C. 
Howatson (Oxford, 1993). 
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(CONTINUED FROM FRONT FLAP) 

d eath co u rag eous ly  a n d ,  i n  accorda nce with 
his precepts, refused to leave the city he loved.  
By studying  h is l ife and ti mes, we benefit from 
his ph i losophy, for as Cicero said, "Socrates was 
the first to ca l l  Ph i losophy down from the skies, 
and esta b l i sh  her i n  towns, and introd uce her  
into people's homes, and force her  to investigate 
ordinary life, eth ics, good and evi l ." 
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"It ,s Johnson's gift that he can make h,-s subjects human ,1r,d 

fallible enough that we would, indeed. recognize them 1nst,ir1tiy­

while also illuminating what made them heroes· 

-THE WASHINGTON POST

"H,s Lesty, ,rreverent narratives teach more h,story to more 

people than all the post modernist theorists, highbrow v,t,cs 

and dons put together." -TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT

"!Johnson's! gift for vivid storytelling 1s matched by an .:is­

tounding command of large, cornp,e)( subjects and an dnilag­

gmg capacity for rendering them ,11tell191ble and compell,ng 

-LOS ANGELES TIMES BOOK REVIEW

"Frequently surprises, eve11 startles us. wtth new v,ews at p,�st 

even ls and fresh looks at the characters of the chief world n1ov­

ers and shakers in pol,t1cs. t!'le ni,l,tary, econo<111cs, science. 

religion, and ph,losophy." -THE WALL STREET JOURNAL




