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HI, MY NAME IS SOCRATES and my thoughts changed the world. But that’s a very bold and conceited statement for an introduction so allow me to tell you my story. As I write this book now, I'm sitting in a jail cell at the outskirts of Athens. Within minutes, a guard is going to bring me a drink. It will be a cup of hem lock, which is poisonous. I shall empty the cup following which act I will become very sleepy and shut my eyes forever soon afterward. But before that happens, I wanted to share some of my ideas with you.

I was born in Athens in ancient Greece. I was always a private person and I’d like to keep this habit in my last moments, too. Without too many personal details, I’m comfortable to confess that I have the reputation of a mysterious troublemaker in my homeland. People refer to me as the first Western philosopher but I don’t indulge in such self-polishing thoughts. Philosophers usually flatter themselves thinking they know a lot about the world. I really don't think I know that much at all. 

The Peloponnesian war left a mark on my mind and after returning to Athens, I isolated myself to think a bit. In my time wisdom was the coolest label you could possess. If someone gathered a large support group behind his ideas, he was proclaimed wise. I took such “wisdom” with a large grain of salt. I my experience a lot of people who seem to be or claim to be wise are not actually that wise. This naturally proposes a problem. Those who believe in the authority of this sage, will blindly follow him, often at the cost of severe consequences. 

Questioning wisdom helps you discover flaws in it. If you don’t question, knowledge stands still as a rock instead of flowing and carving new ground like a river. Following this realization I started asking questions more intentionally. 

I discovered that questioning a claim of something being true, tests its validity. If you question someone and they can prove that their claim is legit, great job. You made sure you’re not signing up for spreading false information and you also helped someone practice to defend their truth. 

For example, if someone claims that it is essential to worship the god Ares, I would ask, “What is essentialism? What is worshipping? Are there other gods to worship?” If they can’t articulate what essentialism is, how can they claim that it is essential to worship Ares? If they can’t explain what worship is, how can they know if they are really worshipping Ares, and therefore that they are doing an essential act?

If someone making claims can’t answer the challenges imposed by questioning, then how can they state that their claim is true? 

Plato, a very bright young man used to follow me around Athens, learning my questioning style which he would eventually bestow upon his student – Aristotle. He became the teacher of Alexander the Great. Alexander spread these teachings in his large kingdom. Eventually, the Romans occupying Alexander's empire helped spread this questioning tradition even further. After the Roman Empire fell apart, this precious knowledge rested idle for centuries until the miracle of the Renaissance happened. People started reading again the works of Plato and Aristotle and re-discovered the power of methodical questioning, and testing of claims – the style you today know as Socratic Questioning. I feel honored by the label.  

Questioning gets a bad reputation. Some mistakenly think that asking a question or many questions, means that the question maker is uneducated, or unwise. I think the opposite. 

True wisdom lies in the knowledge of acknowledging how little we actually know. 

When one gets to this realization, they can start asking questions and get to more accurate facts. This being said, I must warn you that asking questions can also be a quick way to make people resentful. 

I'm guilty of embarrassing a handful of very important men in Athens who took my questions very personally. If my questions highlighted their ignorance, they took it even worse. When these important people saw that others started to ask question like I did, I was arrested for corrupting the fine people of Athens. Plato wrote a noteworthy piece about my trial and how I fought to defend myself utilizing the same questioning style I was arrested for. Needless to say that this made my enemies even more bitter. 

I was convicted. The court made the mistake of asking me what I believed my punishment should be. I answered that they should feed me with a tasty meal every night at the sacred heart of the city to honor my achievement of opening up the eyes of the people of Athens to real wisdom. My enemies did not appreciate neither my wit nor my suggestion, they assessed that my insolence is beyond redemption so they sentenced me to death. 

I haven’t got much time left so I’ll leave you with this: remember, the only thing you know for certain is that you know nothing. But don't take my word for it for I know nothing as well. 
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​Chapter 1. Who Was Socrates?
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SOCRATES WAS A MAN shrouded in mystery. He bucked the typical Athenian standards of his time (c. 470-399 BCE), and yet what little we do know about him comes from secondhand sources with questionable reliability.(1) 

Surprisingly, for one of the world’s most well-known philosophers, Socrates wrote nothing himself, but over the passing centuries has almost become a character with differing personality traits depending on the era the author is writing in or traits the author believes to be important.(1) 

Much of what has been written about Socrates has been rejected as false and referring back to historical sources rather than more modern versions, which have taken certain liberties, tells us that Socrates stood out even among his contemporaries in Athens. In an age where good looks and maintaining a healthy body were viewed as directly tied to success, the historical sources all readily agree that Socrates was horribly unattractive in every way, including looking as if he’d skipped a significant number of meals rather than having the preferred aesthetic of a “potbelly.”(1) In fact, historical accounts as well as drawings and busts from this period look nothing like the later statues depicting Socrates with a more handsome visage.(1) These more attractive images are what is most commonly used on websites and dust jackets today.(1) 

Beyond being recognizable for his notoriously bad appearance, Socrates was also a well-known and controversial person in Athens to the point he was often mocked in plays by other philosophers of the era.(2) When Socrates was alive, he was often used in plays as the butt of jokes, and he was often the subject of much comic ridicule. Aristophanes’ The Clouds is a perfect example of this.(2) In his play, Aristophanes uses Socrates as the main character to show the immorality and atheism immediately following the deeper examination of language and nature, none of which is an accurate portrayal of philosophical study.(2)

However, it is also important to acknowledge that Socrates had his supporters as well, but much of their work wasn’t performed until after his death. For example, Plato’s Apology of Socrates is allegedly the defense given by Socrates at his trial when he was charged for irreverence toward the gods of Athens.(1) In this “apology,” Plato depicts Socrates as a man who has integrity, intellect, control of himself and his emotions, and also someone who possessed exceptional skills to frame an argument for discussion or debate.(2) It’s important to note that despite their significant age difference—Plato was an infant when The Clouds was produced circa 423 BCE—the relationship between Plato and Socrates was that of a mentor/mentee.(2)

In addition, we are also provided insight into Socrates’ personality by Aristotle. In 367 BCE, Aristotle attended Academy, a school owned by Plato.(2) Because we know Socrates and Plato had such a close relationship, it is highly unlikely Socrates’ methods and ideas would not have been discussed in the school. In later writings about Socrates, Aristotle says that Socrates asked questions, but he declined to give answers, and that was because he lacked the knowledge to be able to do so.(2) Aristotle further said Socrates looked to define the virtues, but that he did not spend his time studying nature, but rather ethics.(2)

In the years leading up to Socrates’ trial and subsequent death, it is important to note that due to the Peloponnesian War, the military force had been fighting against Sparta for thirty years, and this had granted Athenian citizens a significant amount of freedom provided they didn’t disrupt the democracy or break the law.(2) However, in 399 BCE, Socrates was charged with irreverence toward the gods. In the years during and immediately following the Peloponnesian War, there were several attempts to overthrow the democracy of Athens as well as several religious scandals that had primed both the public and officials. There was a definite expectation after the previous events that future perpetrators would be brought up on charges.(2)

The mood of the Athenians was further soured as they particularly did not like Socrates. This is clearly expressed in Plato’s Apology of Socrates.(2) In Apology we see Socrates as someone who has tried over and over again to do his best by his community, but no matter what he does, they are looking for a martyr to sacrifice. Socrates, who is not a wealthy man, also has no political influence and knows he will be found guilty and face death despite his desire and genuine attempts to help the people of Athens.(2) In the end, Socrates was found guilty of impiety and he was sentenced to death for his crimes.(1)

The death of Socrates is almost as famous as Socrates is as a philosopher in modern culture. Most people can immediately tell you how Socrates died―he committed suicide by drinking a cup of poison hemlock. To be clear, Socrates did this because that is how Athenians carried out death sentences at the time, and Socrates was made to become his own executioner. Socrates had earnestly tried to win his trial, but his attitude and previous history worked against him. As a philosopher, we also find ourselves relying significantly on others and their impressions of Socrates in order to form our own assessment of Socrates’ own ideas, thoughts, and assessments. This makes Socrates and the techniques he used as a philosopher something of a mystery, but this book will introduce you to those techniques and teach you to use them so you can feel comfortable using them in your everyday life. The goal of this book is to teach you Socratic questioning to help you engage in this disciplined type of questioning to assist you in reaching your goals, no matter what they may be.


On Virtue  



In the previous section, it’s discussed that Aristotle, a student of Plato, gleaned quite a significant amount of information about Socrates due to Plato’s relationship with Socrates and that we can reason it to be a fairly accurate assessment of Socrates’ actions, abilities, and analysis of big life questions, i.e., what is virtue? What is justice? Unlike other philosophers, Socrates emphatically claimed that he never taught, and his personal style of philosophizing was through conversation.(2)

Because such a significant amount of Socrates’ work as a philosopher was done in this unique way, there are virtually no published works by Socrates we can look at and analyze in order to learn more about his methods for Socratic questioning. However, one of Plato’s contemporary philosophers and a follower of Socrates, Xenophon, compiled many of Socrates’ conversations and exchanges in his book Memorabilia. 

In Xenophon’s book, we can see a pattern of topics Socrates would hold conversations about repeatedly. He was even accused at one point of continuing to discuss the same topics from years prior. Socrates’ witty comeback focuses on the consistency of his performance as he has not only continued to discuss the same topics, but he’s also continued to say the same things about the topics, not wavering in his stance a single time. 
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