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PHILOSOPHY’S MARTYR: SOCRATES



Socrates is the saint and martyr of philosophy. No other great philosopher has been so obsessed with righteous living. Like many martyrs, Socrates chose not to try to save his life when he probably could have done so by changing his ways. According to Plato, who was there at the time, Socrates told the judges at his trial that ‘[y]ou are mistaken1 … if you think that a man who is worth anything ought to spend his time weighing up the prospects of life and death. He has only one thing to consider in performing any action – that is, whether he is acting rightly or wrongly.’ But, unlike many saints, Socrates had a lively sense of humour; this sometimes appeared as playful wit, sometimes as pregnant irony. And, unlike the saints of any and every religion, his faith consisted not in a reliance on revelation or blind hope but in a devotion to argumentative reason. He would not be swayed by anything less.


His friends told stories about how strange he was. After dinner one night, according to a dialogue of Plato’s, a young man who had been on military service with Socrates recounted how Socrates had


started wrestling2 with some problem or other about sunrise one morning, and stood there lost in thought, and when the answer wouldn’t come he still stood there thinking and refused to give it up. Time went on, and by about midday the troops … began telling each other how Socrates had been standing there thinking ever since daybreak. And at last, toward nightfall, some of the lonians brought out their bedding after supper … partly to see whether he was going to stay there all night. Well, there he stood till morning, and then at sunrise he said his prayers to the sun and went away.


Despite such uses of his spare time, Socrates had by all accounts an honourable military record.


Another friend described how, on the way to the dinner party at which the above story is told, Socrates ‘fell into a fit3 of abstraction and began to lag behind’. Socrates then lurked in a neighbour’s porch to continue thinking. ‘It’s quite a habit of his, you know; off he goes and there he stands, no matter where it is.’ His other regular habits did not include washing; even his best friends admitted that it was unusual to see him freshly bathed and with his shoes on. He was shabby and unkempt, never had any money or cared where his next meal was coming from. He admitted to the court that ‘I have never lived4 an ordinary quiet life. I did not care for the things that most people care about – making money, having a comfortable home, high military or civil rank, and all the other activities … which go on in our city.’ But Socrates did not think that any of these trappings of a conventionally successful life were bad in themselves. Neither was he an ascetic in the ordinary sense of the term. He never preached abstinence (he could, said his friends, drink any of them under the table, though he was never seen to be drunk), nor did he urge others to live as simply as he did. A hardy and pre-occupied man, he was just too busy to pay much attention to such things as clothing, food or money.


For most of the time he was busy talking to others, not just contemplating by himself. His discussions, it seems, were as intense as his fits of solitary abstraction. A distinguished general who knew him once said:


anyone who is close5 to Socrates and enters into conversation with him is liable to be drawn into an argument, and whatever subject he may start, he will be continually carried round and round by him, until at last he finds that he has to give an account both of his present and past life, and when he is once entangled, Socrates will not let him go until he has completely and thoroughly sifted him.


Socrates was poor, had no conventional achievements to his name and was of humble birth – his father was a stonemason and his mother was a midwife. The fact that he nevertheless had an entrée to Athenian high society attests to his remarkable conversation. Alcibiades, who told the story of Socrates’ vigil at camp, compared his speech to the music of Marsyas,6 the river god ‘who had only to put his flute to his lips to bewitch mankind’. The ‘difference between you and Marsyas,’ Alcibiades tells Socrates, ‘is that you can get just the same effect without any instrument at all – with nothing but a few simple words, not even poetry.’ And:


speaking for myself,7 gentlemen, if I wasn’t afraid you’d tell me I was completely bottled, I’d swear on oath what an extraordinary effect his words have had on me … For the moment I hear him speak I am smitten with a kind of sacred rage … and my heart jumps into my mouth and the tears start into my eyes – oh, and not only me, but lots of other men …


This latter-day Marsyas, here, has often left me in such a state of mind that I’ve felt I simply couldn’t go on living the way I did … He makes me admit that while I’m spending my time on politics I am neglecting all the things that are crying for attention in myself.


The young Alcibiades was indeed ‘bottled’ at this stage of the dinner, so no doubt he was getting carried away. It is a telling fact that everyone got carried away when they talked about Socrates, whether it was Alcidiades singing his praises or his enemies ranting against him.


Alcibiades also wanted Socrates to love him. It was fairly usual for dealings between Athenian philosphers and young men to be tinged with homo-eroticism, especially among Plato’s circle. Attracted by the youthful beauty of boys, an older man would happily hold their attention by spooning them wisdom. But both Plato and Socrates criticized homosexual intercourse; Alcibiades had at first been mortified when Socrates refused to return his physical affections. As Socrates had tactfully explained at the time, he resisted the advances of Alcibiades for ethical reasons, not because he was not attracted to him. Alcibiades was famously handsome and Socrates was famously ugly. It was an inner beauty that Alcibiades saw in him: ‘I’ve been bitten8 in the heart, or the mind, or whatever you like to call it, by Socrates’ philosophy, which clings like an adder to any young and gifted mind it can get hold of.’


Socrates poked fun at his own ugliness, and he could make something more than half-serious out of even such a lighthearted subject as that. Critobulus, a friend of Socrates, apparently once challenged him to a ‘beauty contest’ in which each man was to try to convince a mock jury that he was better looking than the other. Socrates begins the contest:




Socrates The first step, then9, in my suit, is to summon you to the preliminary hearing; be so kind as to answer my questions … Do you hold … that beauty is to be found only in man, or is it also in other objects?


Critobulus In faith, my opinion is that beauty is to be found quite as well in a horse or an ox or in any number of inanimate things. I know, at any rate, that a shield may be beautiful, or a sword, or a spear.


Soc. How can it be that all these things are beautiful when they are entirely dissimilar?


Crit. Why, they are beautiful and fine if they are well made for the respective functions for which we obtain them or if they are naturally well constituted to serve our needs.


Soc. Do you know the reason why we need eyes?


Crit. Obviously to see with.


Soc. In that case it would appear without further ado that my eyes are finer ones than yours.


Crit. How so?


Soc. Because, while yours see only straight ahead, mine, by bulging out as they do, see also to the sides.


Crit. Do you mean to say that a crab is better equipped visually than any other creature?


Soc. Absolutely …


Crit. Well, let that pass; but whose nose is finer, yours or mine?


Soc. Mine, I consider, granting that Providence made us noses to smell with. For your nostrils look down toward the ground, but mine are wide open and turned outward so that I can catch scents from all about.


Crit. But how do you make a snub nose handsomer than a straight one?


Soc. For the reason that it does not put a barricade between the eyes but allows them unobstructed vision of whatever they desire to see; whereas a high nose, as if in despite, has walled the eyes off one from the other.


Crit. As for the mouth, I concede that point. For if it is created for the purpose of biting off food, you could bite off a far bigger mouthful than I could. And don’t you think that your kiss is also the more tender because you have thick lips?


Soc. According to your argument, it would seem that I have a mouth more ugly even than an ass’s …


Crit. I cannot argue any longer with you, let them distribute the ballots …
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