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As a young man, Socrates was influenced by the phi-
losopher Parmenides, who taught that truth was not to
be found looking at the world around you. Rather, you
should look deep into yourself in order to analyze com-
plex ideas such as reality, goodness, and perfection.
Socrates took this lesson to heart and came to believe
that what we see with our eyes and hear with our ears
is not the ultimate reality. What is most real are the ideas
we understand only with our minds. Socrates thought
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that we should spend less time worrying about the
visible world and more time investigating ourselves.

ocrates had long been friends with a man named

Chaerephon. One day, Chaerephon decided to
travel to the city of Delphi to ask the aracle who lived
there whether there was anyone wiser than Socrates. The
response he received was simple: There was no one.

Because the oracle at Delphi was known for an-
swering questions in mysterious ways, the response
seemed unusually clear to Chaerephon. However, when
he told Socrates of the answer, Socrates said that he did
not understand its meaning. Socrates knew that his
friends considered him a wise person, but he did not
feel the same about himself. He thought that he did not
have the answers to many questions. Since the oracle at
Delphi was supposed to receive her responses from the
god Apollo, Socrates felt that there must be some truth
in what she said. He decided to find out exactly what
she meant.

He first approached a politician who was consid-
ered a wise man and who had a high opinion of his own
wisdom. As it was his custom to ask questions, Socrates
asked him many about wisdom. After a while, Socrates
decided that this man was not wise at all. However, when
he tried to prove to the politician that he was not wise,
he only angered the man.

Socrates then decided to ap-
proach other politicians to find out
if they were wise. He quickly re-
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alized that even though each thought
he had great knowledge, he did not.

In fact, Socrates said that those who

were most famous for being wise were
actually the least wise, and that ordi-
nary people were much more intelligent.

Although Socrates still did not consider himself wise,
he at least did not mistakenly think he was. In this sense,
he was wiser than the politicians.

Socrates then began to question poets. Since poets
wrote important works filled with deep thoughts and
interesting characters, he reasoned that they must be
the wisest people. He soon discovered that poets did
not come up with their own ideas. Rather, they received
them through inspiration, that is, from the Muses or the
gods. Socrates also learned that poets did not even un-
derstand what they wrote, at least not any better than
anyone else. So, although they thought they were wise,
they were not.

Socrates next approached the artisans, sculptors,
engineers, and craftspeople. After talking with them,
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470 Socrates is born, c. 470 or 469 \
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446 Athens and Sparta sign Thirty-Years’ Peace
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431 Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta
begins.
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406 Socrates refuses to condemn the generals tried

for negligence at the Battle of Arginusae.
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404 Peloponnesian War ends, with Sparta
defeating Athens.
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403 The Thirty Tyrants are ousted from Athens,
and democracy is restored.
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399 Socrates is condemned to death and drinks
hemlock.
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Socrates discovered that because they thought
they knew a lot about a particular field, they
thought they knew a lot about everything. But
they were mistaken. Just because a person
knows how to build a bridge or make
medicine, does not mean that he can apply
this knowledge to everything else.

Finally, Socrates thought that he under-
stood what the oracle meant: Human knowl-
edge is worth little, at least in comparison to
the wisdom of the gods, and humans are just
being arrogant and silly when they think they
are wise. So the oracle did not mean that
Socrates was wise because he knew a lot, but
rather because he was the only person in Ath-
ens who understood how little he knew.

Socrates angered many people as he
searched for the answer to, “Is there anyone
wiser than Socrates?” By challenging their
replies to his questions, he embarrassed them
in front of the young men of the city. The
result would prove fatal for Socrates.
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The Oracle al Delphi
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AI Delphi, on the very spot where a sacred stone
marked the presumed center of the earth, stood
the temple of Apollo, the Greek god of the arts and
divination. Here, on certain preset days, Apollo,
through an oracle, offered advice and support.

The person who made known Apollo’s views was

a specially appointed woman who was known as the

by Marina Debattista
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Pythia. Seated on a three-legged seat above a
chasm from which rose mysterious fumes, she
uttered notoriously unclear prophecies. When
the Lydian king Croesus inquired whether he
should attack Persia, the Pythia who held the
position at that time prophesied that “Croesus,
having crossed the river Halys, will destroy a
The

prediction proved true,

great empire.”
although not in the way
that Croesus had expected.
An empire did fall: his own.
During the 1,000 years
of its recorded existence
between the sixth century B.C.
and the third century A.D., the oracle responded
to religious and moral questions, as well as to
philosophical, political, economic, military, and
domestic ones. Delphi became the most revered
spiritual center of ancient Greece and acquired
immense wealth and prestige as a result. Among
the Pythia’s clients were
heroes, kings, and
politicians. Ordinary
people also sought the
oracle’s advice, as did,
according to Greek
mythology, demi-gods
(part-human, part-divine).
Carved above the
entrance to the temple were
some of the Pythia’s most
celebrated sayings,
including “Know thyself”
and “To commit oneself is

to court misfortune.”
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' ome people in recorded history have had enormous
» influence on later generations without ever having
written a word themselves. Jesus of Nazareth, the focus of
the Christian faith, is one of these; another is the teacher
and philosopher Socrates. Everything we know about these
figures comes to us from the words of other people. For the
life of Socrates, we have four main sources: his student
Plato; Plato’s student Aristotle; the historian Xenophon; and
Aristophanes, a comic playwright. Each had his own reasons
for focusing on Socrates.
One of Plato’s goals was to give his own philosophy a
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What is philosophy?

e by Patrick D. Hopkins

Mg _ T he word “philosophy” comes from the Greek
i | words philos (“loving”) and sophos (“wise”). It

~ is said that the Greek mystic and mathematician
Pythagoras coined the term “philosopher”. Until he did,
all who practiced this profession were called Sophists,

 meaning “wise men”. Pythagoras, however, believed

that no person is wise, only God. For this reason, he
considered himself a lover of wisdom, that is, a
philosopher rather than a wise man.

Early Greek thinkers did not make the distinctions
- we do today among science, mathematics, astronomy,
and philosophy. Philosophers at the time studied
everything from ethics, planetary movements,
mathematics, and physics to politics, religion, animal
behavior, and logic. What they all wanted was to
understand the nature of all things. They asked
countless questions, including, “Of what
was the universe made?,” “What is the
right thing to do?,” and “What is the
human mind?”

What made philosophy a
distinct path was that it relied on
the power of human reason, rather
than on tradition or religion, to ask
and answer such questions. Today,
philosophy still thrives and struggles
to answer both the ancient questions
and those created by modern society.
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. produces his own image of Socrates. While each
version is accurate in some respects, it is
misleading in others. Careful comparisons,
however, can shed some light on the “real”
Socrates.

A few basic facts are undisputed: that he
was born in a small village close to Athens around
470 B.C.; that his mother was a midwi/z and his
father a sculptor; that his wife’s name was
Xanthippe; and that he was not, by most
standards, a handsome man. He was nearly bald,
with bulging eyes and a misshapen nose. Plato
tells us that Socrates’ clothes were ragged, and
that he walked barefoot in all seasons. As we
might expect, his appearance provides the comic
writer Aristophanes with some easy jokes. Surprisingly,
however, Aristophanes seems to concentrate more on
Socrates’ behavior and teachings. In this humorous
portrayal, Socrates is absent-minded, so busy thinking
that he forgets where he is. In short, his head is in the
clouds, and Clouds, in fact, is the name Aristophanes
gave to his play about the great teacher.

Clouds is extremely important for our
understanding of Socrates, in part because it was
produced while he was still alive. In contrast, Plato,
Aristotle, and Xenophon all wrote after his death.
Aristophanes enables us to see Socrates as some of his
fellow citizens saw him. While it is clear that
Aristophanes exaggerated many of Socrates’ qualities
to be funny, the average Athenian probably did much
the same thing. It is important to remember that few
Athenians had the time, energy, or opportunity to study
philosophy. Thinkers such as Socrates,
while widely known
and respected, were
regarded by the

average person as a
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bit strange.

Nor did the average Athenian—or Aristophanes—
pay much attention to the great differences between
Socrates and other teachers, particularly the so-called
Sophists. Sophists traveled widely, charged students high
fees, and specialized in the study of rhetoric, which is
the art of persuasive speech. Socrates, on the other hand,
lived in Athens all his life, received no pay for his lessons,
and was concerned not with persuasion but with truth.
The Socrates of Aristophanes’ play, however, runs an
expensive school for teaching students how to defeat
just arguments with unjust ones. His pupils are not
interested in truth, but in using clever arguments to hide
it for their own advantage. This is precisely what many
people at the time feared about Sophists. While the real
Socrates was no Sophist, it is likely that many members
of the uneducated majority in Athens considered him
one. Aristophanes, therefore, is often inaccurate about
the man, but accurate about the environment in which
he lived.

Despite Aristophanes’ many errors regarding
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Socrates’ personality, he does offer several details that
fit nicely with what we know from Plato and Xenophon.
According to all three authors, Socrates was remarkably
uninterested in his own personal comfort. Aristophanes
says his skin was sickly pale (presumably from studying
inside all day) and very dirty, and Plato and Xenophon
note his insensitivity to cold. While it is difficult to say
any of this for certain, the details ring true. Indeed, the
modern courtroom’s rule of thumb applies here as well:
The more independent witnesses there are, the more
trustworthy is the story they tell.

Plato and Xenophon, although different in writing
style and personality, share a number of characteristics
in common with respect to Socrates. Both were born
roughly 40 years after the great teacher; both heard him
speak many times; and both spent much of their lives
writing about him. The main difference between their
depictions of Socrates is probably their focus. The
historian Xenophon tends to concentrate on Socrates’
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