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For Hector, and the virtues of your ancestors
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: THE SOCRATIC PROBLEM


The picture of Socrates in Plato’s dialogues is not a historically accurate record of scenes, conversations, sayings. But though it is not a record, it is not mere invention.


—KARL JASPERS1


UNLIKE MOST IMPORTANT HISTORICAL FIGURES, Socrates is known to us mainly through his depiction in literary sources, which are believed to be semi-fictional. The Socratic dialogues of Plato and Xenophon were most likely written shortly after Socrates’s death. In fact, Plato and Xenophon were both young men when Socrates died, and likely only with him during the last half-dozen years or so. Our earliest source for his life is actually a satirical play written by Aristophanes, called The Clouds, performed during Socrates’s lifetime, which paints a very different picture of him. There are a few other contemporaneous fragments, mainly of a comedic nature, and many anecdotes, often of doubtful historical value, found in ancient authors writing in subsequent centuries. Socrates was a real person—a famous Athenian philosopher. However, despite a rich tradition of literature, many details concerning his life and thought remain uncertain. The challenge of sorting out truth from fiction in our sources, which has vexed historians throughout the ages, is known as the “Socratic problem.”


The philosophical dialogues of Plato, our primary source, contain many conversations between Socrates and other interlocutors. The content is probably made up, or based only loosely on things Socrates really said, although the setting usually involves real people and real places. At times they also make reference, either directly or indirectly, to real historical events. Xenophon’s dialogues do too, albeit to a lesser extent. Some scholars believe that the details of Socrates’s life and philosophy can be extracted, with due caution, from the dialogues. Others, such as the classicist Robin Waterfield, who has translated many of Plato’s and Xenophon’s works, are less optimistic:




The dialogues occupy a fictional universe of Plato’s making, set loosely in fifth-century Athens and centering on Socrates but with little attention to the outside world.2





Several defining moments are problematic, even the famous pronouncement of the Delphic Oracle that no man is wiser than Socrates. It is impossible to date this for certain, and we don’t know whether it happened before or after other key events—some scholars dismiss it as a total fabrication. Nevertheless, it is central to the story we are told about Socrates.


We are therefore best to consider the Socratic dialogues of Plato and Xenophon as largely make-believe.3 They employ the character of Socrates as a literary device, used to imagine what he might have said if such a conversation had taken place. As the twentieth-century philosopher Karl Jaspers put it, we have inherited such contradictory information that it may simply be impossible to reconstruct an accurate image of the real man. Nevertheless, the anecdotes once told about Socrates deserve to be retold for modern readers who are interested in his philosophy.


This book therefore contains a dramatized and semi-fictional account of the life of Socrates, designed to make his thought more accessible, while also highlighting connections with modern psychology. I believe that is the best way to help the largest number of people benefit from his story. Even if we must “forgo a historical Socrates,” this does not prevent us from continuing to derive immense value from the literary character of “Socrates” passed down to us from ancient sources.









But men of faint heart never yet set up a trophy . . . wherefore you must go forward to your discoursing manfully, and, invoking the aid of Apollo and the Muses, exhibit and celebrate the virtues of your ancient citizens.


—PLATO, CRITIAS, 108C










INTRODUCTION


THE YEAR IS 79 BCE. Three centuries have passed since the death of Socrates. A distinguished traveler from Rome, the statesman and philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero, is visiting the Athenian Academy for an afternoon stroll with his friends.1 The school founded here by Plato, Socrates’s most famous student, is the most important philosophical institute in history—every subsequent academy bears its name. For centuries young men had flocked here to hang on the words of great orators and philosophers as they paced up and down brightly painted marble colonnades while athletes trained nearby, wrestling and running on the tracks. When Cicero and his companions arrive, however, they find the grounds eerily silent and completely deserted.


As they walk along the vacant pathways, nevertheless, the friends feel a profound connection to the past, stronger than any text could convey. The nearby garden of Plato’s house, one says, seems, very vividly, “to bring the actual man before my eyes.”


Cicero feels that such places, where great philosophers once explored the nature of wisdom, actually miss the sound of their voices. He imagines the Academy itself mourning the loss. The companions agree that the form of nostalgia they are experiencing can be a healthy sentiment, if it encourages them to follow the example set by men like Plato and Socrates. We should feel inspired not only to know about the great sages of history, in a purely intellectual way, says Cicero, but also to emulate their way of living.


Just seven years prior, the Academy area, which lay outside the city walls, had been occupied and despoiled by Roman legionaries during the dictator Sulla’s brutal siege of Athens. Its sacred groves were felled to provide timber for war machines, and its shrines and libraries were looted. The Academy may, therefore, have appeared semiderelict to Cicero and his friends. Despite the damage inflicted by Sulla, philosophical studies continued at Athens for several centuries, but the city never recovered its former glory.


Since the end of the classical period, the study of philosophy has shifted from being a practical way of life to being a largely bookish and theoretical pursuit. This change has been lamented by many, such as the British philhellene Lord Byron, who mourned the decline of Athens, and the fading memory of Socrates, the quintessential Athenian philosopher.


As Byron reminisced about watching the Mediterranean sun disappear behind the mountains, he exclaimed:




On such an eve his palest beam he cast


When, Athens! here thy Wisest looked his last.


How watched thy better sons his farewell ray,


That closed their murdered Sage’s latest day!2





Socrates was, of course, executed not literally “murdered” by his fellow citizens—Byron’s language is meant to express a sense of terrible injustice and loss. Yet despite Socrates’s reputation as one of history’s greatest sages, his teachings and the remarkable stories of his life, with which they were entwined, remain unfamiliar to the majority of people. The Socratic dialogues are seldom read today, except by a handful of classical scholars. And Plato’s Academy, the cradle of Western philosophy, has lain in ruins for well over a thousand years—but it does still exist.


I lay my hand on the grass, close my eyes, and imagine that Socrates and his fellow philosophers are still here. The sun warms my face. I can smell the scorched dust of the paths, mingling with the fragrance of cypress and pine trees. Dogs are barking and I can hear the shrieks of children playing. Young people exercise here, jogging, skipping rope, and practicing martial arts.


The Academy was one of several gymnasia or sports grounds in ancient Athens. You can still descend into the ruins of a palaestra or wrestling school, in the middle of Akadimia Platonos park, as it’s now known. Stray cats saunter through the rubble, instead of famous philosophers. Plato lived near these grounds and taught philosophy here. His house was probably a short walk to the northeast, near the hill of Colonus. After his death his body was entombed somewhere in the vicinity. Perhaps his remains still lie here, somewhere beneath my feet.


Whenever I want to feel a connection to ancient philosophy, I take a leaf out of Cicero’s book and come to visit the grounds of the ancient Athenian Academy. I often recollect his remarks about the great thinkers who once walked here. Paradoxically, focusing on their absence somehow makes them feel more present. I imagine Cicero himself could walk around the corner any minute, emerging from behind a copse of trees, in deep conversation with his companions, soon to be followed by Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, Diogenes the Cynic, Aristotle, Plato, or even Socrates—we’re told they all set foot here.


Despite laying in ruins, the spirit of the Academy still lingers. It serves as a reminder of a time when philosophy was a shared journey, not just an academic exercise. By offering a contemporary exploration of Socratic wisdom and its practical relevance to our everyday lives, this book seeks to rekindle some sense of what it might once have been like to walk here, conversing with Socrates and his fellow philosophers.


My first encounter with philosophy was very different. I was about seventeen years old, living in Scotland, when I chanced upon a copy of Plato’s magnum opus, the Republic, while nosing through a stranger’s bookshelf. It is Plato’s longest dialogue featuring Socrates. Spanning ten chapters, this dialogue portrays Socrates discussing the nature of justice, and the ideal political state, with several other “interlocutors” (the term used for participants in the conversation).


The Republic opens with Socrates telling an elderly friend that he thinks of life as a journey. We should try to learn as much as we can, he says, from fellow travelers who have already experienced what lies ahead. When I read this, I was eager to learn what Socrates could teach me about navigating my own journey in life. What caught my attention most was the way he focused on fundamental questions about the nature of wisdom and the goal of life. It seemed to me that these are the sort of ideas that most non-philosophers avoid thinking about, until they either have a brush with death or lose someone close to them.


That initial encounter with the figure of Socrates, in a Platonic dialogue, shaped the course of my life. A few years later, I was at the University of Aberdeen studying Plato as part of a philosophy degree. After my first degree, I began postgraduate research in psychotherapy. Rather than pursue an academic career, I followed a clinical one, eventually going into practice as a cognitive-behavioral therapist specializing in anxiety disorders. Still under the influence of my initial encounter with Socrates, I began to study the relationship between modern psychotherapy and its ancient precursors, particularly the Stoic philosophers, who emphasized and further developed the therapeutic aspect of Socratic philosophy.


It was from Socrates that Stoicism derived some of its most important ideas. The pioneers of cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) frequently quote the famous saying of the Stoic philosopher Epictetus that “people are not upset by events but rather by their opinions about them.”3 The same idea can be found four centuries before Epictetus, though, in the Socratic dialogues.4 This basic insight into the nature of emotion leads us to the use of reason as a therapeutic technique, as it implies that we should question the assumptions that cause our distress, if we want to get better.


Many different techniques can be used to change our thoughts and beliefs—our “cognitions,” as psychologists call them. The goal of CBT, put simply, is to replace irrational and unhealthy cognitions with rational and healthy ones. One obvious way of doing that is by asking questions, such as:




• Where’s the evidence for that?


• What are the consequences of that way of looking at things?


• How might other people view that situation differently?





Aaron T. Beck, one of the founders of CBT, said that he initially came across this idea when he was studying Plato’s Republic for a college philosophy course.5 “Socratic questioning,” of this sort, later became a mainstay of his style of therapy. Countless research studies now show that cognitive therapy techniques of this kind, targeting dysfunctional beliefs, can help people suffering from clinical depression, anxiety disorders, and a host of other emotional problems.


As a young therapist in training, I was astounded, nevertheless, to come across ancient Greek dialogues where Socrates was doing something I can only describe as a precursor of cognitive therapy. He behaved like a relationship counselor or family therapist, at times, by helping his friends, and even his own family members, to resolve their interpersonal conflicts. I wondered why no one had ever told me that Socrates was doing cognitive psychotherapy, of sorts, nearly two and a half thousand years before it was supposedly invented.


On one occasion, for instance, Socrates’s teenage son, Lamprocles, was complaining about his notoriously sharp-tongued mother, the philosopher’s fiery young wife, Xanthippe.6 Socrates, it seemed to me, questioned his son in an incredibly skillful manner. He managed to get Lamprocles to concede that Xanthippe was actually a good mother, who genuinely cared for him. The boy insisted, however, that he still found her nagging completely intolerable. After some discussion, Socrates asked what struck me as an ingenious therapeutic question: Do actors in tragedies take offense when other characters insult and verbally abuse them? As Socrates remarked, they say things far worse than anything Xanthippe ever did.


Lamprocles thought it was a silly question. Of course they don’t take offense, but that’s because they know that despite appearances the other actors do not, in reality, mean them any harm! It’s just make-believe. That’s correct, replied Socrates, but didn’t you admit just a few moments earlier that you don’t believe your mother really means you any harm either?


I’ll leave you to mull this conversation over. I hope you notice how, with a few simple questions, Socrates helped Lamprocles to examine his anger from a radically different perspective. When assumptions that fuel our anger begin to seem puzzling to us, our thinking can become more flexible, and we may begin to break free from the grip of unhealthy emotions. What once seemed obvious, now seems uncertain. Indeed, the brief dialogue that takes place between them encapsulates one of the recurring themes of Socratic philosophy: How can we distinguish between appearance and reality in our daily lives?


Socrates exhibited a remarkable ability to carry out psychological therapy with problems as mundane as a teenage boy’s irritation toward his nagging mom, while raising much deeper philosophical questions. This fascinated me because, although CBT is certainly very effective, I noticed that many of my clients were left wanting more. Once you realize, for instance, that irrational beliefs play a bigger role in your emotional problems than you had previously assumed, what comes next? Could there be a whole philosophy of life based on, or at least consistent with, the fundamental insights of modern psychotherapy?


Socrates, like most ancient philosophers, saw the quest for wisdom and the promise of emotional well-being as two sides of the same coin. He insisted that the mission he undertook, in the name of Apollo, the god of healing, was not only philosophical but also therapeutic. His trademark method of questioning was intended as a remedy, to help cure us of a terrible problem: a form of intellectual conceit that blinds and confuses us with regard to our own values. We go through life, for the most part, acting as if we know—or don’t need to know—what our goal should be, which things are good and which are bad. Few of us ever take time to critically examine these assumptions.


The approach to self-improvement we find in the Socratic dialogues is therefore unlike that found in modern self-improvement or self-help literature. We usually get self-help advice from self-help books. What Socrates bequeathed to us was not so much a series of answers but rather a method of asking questions, a technique for clarifying our thinking and protecting ourselves from being misled by others, which is known today as the Socratic method.


This is not a self-help book in the conventional sense of the word. Indeed, it could be read as a critique of what self-help has become. In my experience, most psychotherapists frequently see clients who describe themselves as “self-help junkies” and who have accumulated their own private libraries of best-selling self-help books. They watch videos, read articles, do courses, meditate, keep a journal, and attend workshops, but they still end up in therapy. As we shall see, Socrates met young men who found themselves in a very similar predicament.


Although they may occasionally feel better, as a result of all the advice they consume, they’re not actually getting better. Sometimes they have even gotten worse, despite investing so much time, energy, and money in buying whatever self-improvement gurus are selling them. It would, however, be much better for us to learn how to use reason to actively problem-solve and evaluate different strategies rather than depend on other people for stock advice.


Before we can even begin to help ourselves, we need, moreover, to figure out what our goal is. Self-help is no help unless we know what it is we’re trying to achieve. First, we need to learn how to focus on the bigger picture and, as Socrates insisted, ask ourselves some difficult questions concerning our values. For instance, should our “self-improvement” be measured in terms of achieving external goals, such as wealth and reputation, or inner ones, such as wisdom and self-mastery? What really constitutes human flourishing or a good life?


The internet is awash with self-help advice. Young people, in particular, drink from a veritable firehose of opinions about how they should be living. The youth of Athens faced essentially the same problem. Their “influencers” were called the Sophists, self-proclaimed “experts” or “wise men.” Ancient Athenians attended speeches given by Sophists, who claimed to improve their students, just as today we consume videos by those who profess to be self-improvement experts.


The Sophists charged hefty fees for teaching young men how to become more persuasive speakers, with promises that they would thereby achieve success in public life. Modern influencers often profess to teach us how to succeed in our careers and relationships. Nevertheless, despite being separated by over two thousand years, ancient Sophists and modern-day influencers can, at times, sound uncannily alike. That’s because they’re often telling their audiences what they want to hear, or what they know will capture their attention—something Socrates described as pandering. They compete with their peers for our praise—ancient Sophists for applause; social media influencers for “likes.” That inevitably leads them to appeal to our existing prejudices rather than challenge them. But what if this very relationship does us more harm than good?


Acquiring our beliefs passively, in this way, risks making us dangerously dependent on the opinions of other people, by reducing our ability to think for ourselves. We get opinions—the appearance of knowledge—rather than genuine knowledge. One self-help influencer may tell you to be assertive, another to practice acceptance. Advice or rules that work in one situation—such as “Tidy your room,” “Focus on the positive,” or “Breathe from your abdomen”—can become a liability if we try to follow them under different circumstances. Rules work until they don’t; advice is good until it’s not. Even the best advice is no substitute for real wisdom. It’s healthier, of course, to be able to adapt your coping style to the demands of whatever situations you encounter. Following someone else’s moral or psychological guidance is like following their directions to get through a forest. It only works until you get lost again. You would be much better off, in the long run, if you could learn how to use a map and compass—if, that is, you were guided by reason and your own philosophy of life.


If you depend too much on social media and self-help books for guidance, you risk becoming like those lost souls described by another ancient author. Having gotten into the habit of consulting oracles and diviners before making any decision, they seemed to lose the ability to think for themselves:




Because of their excessive reverence for omens [or advice], they let the words of others guide them rather than their own heart, and they creep down alleyways picking up advice from other people’s remarks, thinking with their ears, so to speak, not with their brains.7





Socrates also realized that there’s a danger in “thinking” with our ears instead of using reason. We don’t acquire wisdom by just listening to other people’s opinions. Wisdom requires knowing how to navigate your own path through life by learning to ask other people, and yourself, the right questions.


We will explore some of these questions throughout this book as well as cognitive techniques designed to help us gain related insights. From the outset, though, we should brace ourselves for the possibility that reflecting philosophically on our own deepest values may lead us to question some of the prevailing values of the society in which we live.


As I became more interested in Socrates’s life and the period in which he lived, I was struck by how many parallels there are with recent history. The Athens of Socrates was a fledgling democracy, in which the basic strengths and weaknesses of that system were laid bare. Their city initially flourished, and built up strong alliances, under the leadership of great statesmen, in whom the people believed wholeheartedly. Following the outbreak of a great war and a devastating pandemic, however, their trust in government was shaken, leading to a split between two political factions that became more extreme and polarized as they fought for control of the state. The political and legal systems of Athens strained under the weight of corruption, as their weaknesses were exploited to the maximum. Demagogues soon realized that populist measures and emotive rhetoric could be used to manipulate the people and to swing votes in the Assembly, by pandering to human weaknesses such as greed, fear, and anger.


Professional advisors, the Sophists, became increasingly famous, and staggeringly wealthy, by teaching politicians the art of persuasion. These men gave celebrated speeches themselves, which often exploited common insecurities and prejudices. A curious hybrid of political and self-improvement rhetoric evolved, which encouraged privileged young men to view contempt for their perceived inferiors as something “strong” and “manly.” The violent suppression of foreign nations abroad and total loss of faith in the democratic process at home led, in due course, to armed coups, political purges, and even civil war. Socrates didn’t explicitly align himself with any political faction or system of government, but rather his main concern was whether or not those wielding power possessed the wisdom and virtue that might make them competent to be in charge. He was, however, forced to watch as Athenian democracy was first hijacked by demagogues and then reverted to an “oligarchy,” or rule by the few, which ultimately collapsed into “tyranny,” or what we call “authoritarianism.”


I will leave it to you to observe more specific parallels between ancient Athens and our modern political landscape. Different people may perhaps draw quite different, and even opposing, conclusions about what lessons we should learn. Most of us can agree, however, that the struggles of Athenian democracy throughout the Peloponnesian War, which marked the main period of Socrates’s life with which we are concerned, provide a clear warning to us regarding both the fragility of the democratic system and its vulnerability to abuse. Socrates, if anything, was a critic of the Athenian democratic system, particularly the ease with which speakers could sway votes by pandering to the worst tendencies, or vices, of the people. Nevertheless, the ability to reason well and maintain self-awareness, then as now, may be our best defense against the rhetoric of fear and anger that threatens to tear our democracy apart, as it once tore apart that of Athens.


THE SOCRATIC DIALOGUES


AS MY APPRECIATION OF THE Socratic dialogues deepened, over the years, I wondered what sort of book might help my cognitive therapy clients to benefit from Socratic philosophy. I also wondered how, if I could go back in time, I would introduce the wisdom of Socrates to my teenage self? This book is my answer to those questions. It reflects my own journey and my hope to throw open the doors of ancient Greek philosophy for others.


The following chapters will take you back to ancient Athens and allow you to experience Socrates in dialogue with his students. The dialogues you will encounter are drawn from original sources that have been preserved for around twenty-four centuries, for the simple reason that they’re considered to be of exceptional literary and philosophical value. Fortunately, despite the loss of so much ancient literature, the complete works ascribed to Plato survive today, including all thirty-five of his dialogues featuring Socrates. We also have about forty, mostly quite short, dialogues from Xenophon, another friend and student of Socrates. Countless more were written by their contemporaries but none of them survive, except a few fragments from another philosopher called Aeschines. It was, first and foremost, by studying these dialogues, and following their example, that ancient philosophers began to learn how to think like Socrates.


I’ve adapted several of the ancient dialogues for this book. To make the ideas they contain more accessible to modern readers, I’ve excerpted key parts from longer dialogues, simplified arguments, clarified terminology, combined elements from different texts and sometimes different authors, and modified them in countless other ways. Where it seemed to work better, I’ve adapted dialogue spoken by one character and attributed it to another.8 I’ve created entirely new passages of dialogue in a few places, loosely based on the available information about Socrates and his companions. I’ve also provided information about some of the main interlocutors, events, and settings, which Plato and Xenophon assumed their audience already knew.


These dialogues, I must emphasize, are not intended to be historically accurate representations of conversations the real Socrates ever had—but neither are the ones written by Plato and Xenophon. This book is based on historical sources, nevertheless, and aims to capture Socrates’s style and the substance of his ideas and questions. In other words, I intend to remain faithful to the philosophical views attributed to Socrates.


While you are reading Socratic dialogues, whether it’s the ancient ones or the adapted versions in the following chapters, you have the opportunity to accompany the participants on an adventure, both philosophical and psychological in nature. You may—albeit temporarily—become Socrates and his interlocutors and take part in a sort of philosophical psychodrama. You may agree or disagree with what Socrates says, be stumped by his questions, have your cherished beliefs refuted, feel confused, or glimpse flashes of insight—so-called aha! moments.


At first, this can be unsettling. Whereas some individuals were thrilled to be questioned by Socrates and found the experience addictive, others grew infuriated, indignant, and ashamed when their hidden confusion was exposed. Can you recall a time when you were made to realize that you had been guilty of some grave mistake? It requires patience and tolerance to willingly subject your deepest beliefs to cross-examination. Often, we’re left knowing less about life than we believed we knew at the beginning. Greek philosophers called this aporia, meaning a state of profound confusion and disorientation. Plato said that after having been questioned by Socrates his interlocutors sometimes felt as though they’d brushed against a “torpedo fish,” an electric ray, and received a powerful jolt that left them temporarily stunned.


Why, in the name of heaven, would anyone want to experience the notoriously painful sting delivered by this fellow Socrates? Our moral certainty can function like a security blanket that we cling to for reassurance. Even if that sense of comfort is based on an illusion, it can be a cherished one, and we may feel anxiety if someone threatens to rip it away from us. We prefer it when experts, like the Sophists or their modern descendants, pander to us because it’s easier for us. What we stand to gain from being challenged by Socrates is something less tangible and harder to define, because it’s more about learning to use a philosophical method than simply “learning” to memorize the content of specific doctrines.


Plato famously compared the benefit of philosophy to the experience of someone who has spent their life chained in a cave, observing shadows cast on the wall.9 One day, let’s suppose, the prisoner escapes and glimpses the real world outside of the cave. Dazzled at first by the light, he returns to explain to his fellow captives that what they’re looking at are merely shadows cast by various objects. They, of course, think he’s lost his mind. This is the experience of anyone who has seen through a common illusion. Socrates is trying to snap us out of a trance by asking questions, but the benefits of awakening can be difficult to describe to those who are still entranced. The promised goal that awaits us, though, can be said to consist in greater freedom. It is my belief that this Socratic freedom resembled what modern psychologists call “cognitive flexibility,” or openness to exploring alternative perspectives, a trait that has the potential to improve mental health and emotional resilience.


The Socratic dialogues that lead the way there can be thought of as a philosophical “assault course,” where our beliefs about life are put through their paces. When we read them in the right way, we’re using our imaginations to mentally rehearse being there in conversation with Socrates and his companions. We may thereby develop thinking skills that benefit us in the real world and free us from common mistakes. Imagine, for example, becoming the venerable Sophist Protagoras for a while, or the charismatic young nobleman Alcibiades, by allowing the drama of the dialogue to unfold in your own mind. If you can genuinely experience the impact of Socrates’s questions, you may learn to think more critically and reflectively. These skills can help you when faced with the pronouncements of modern-day Sophists on the internet, or authority figures in other walks of life. It does take practice, though. Each dialogue is therefore best approached as a different mental palaestra or training-ground where we can practice the Socratic method.


Socrates is important not only because he is the source from which most philosophy, as we know it today, originated but also because much of our modern literature on self-improvement is, ultimately, indebted to him. In a sense, Socrates is the great-grandfather of modern self-help and psychotherapy. In some cases, the philosophical and therapeutic tradition he initiated has, inevitably, degenerated back into the “pandering” of the Sophists. By returning to his original method, however, we gain insight into everything that followed and may learn how to find our own way through the forest of self-improvement advice. If we can imagine Socrates in a way that makes his philosophy come alive, we can walk in his footsteps for a short while, learn to ask some of the questions that he asked, and think about our lives more deeply than we have become used to doing. What that promises is something more than modern self-help literature can typically offer: a way of living, guided by our own reason rather than the advice of others, which can lead us toward freedom and genuine fulfillment.


This book tells the story of Socrates’s life, as a philosophical journey. It is a dramatized account, which treats Socrates as a literary character in order to explore the connection between his thought and life. I hope you feel, at times, as though you’re reading a historical biography but, in fact, more than half of this book consists of dialogues applying philosophical concepts, derived from classical texts. Think of it as an invitation for you to engage with philosophy not as a bookish and abstract subject but as a practical guide for living. Socrates, as Plutarch puts it, was the first to show that philosophy is applicable to our lives at all times and in all aspects, and to every one of our experiences and activities.10


We may not have a very reliable account of Socrates’s life, but what we do have are stories about him and conversations attributed to him by his students. What matters most isn’t whether Socrates actually did or said certain things but whether you and I can benefit today from the ideas attributed to him, or gain insight from the sort of questions he’s said to have asked. According to Plato, for instance, we’re told that Socrates himself would have told us:




If you take my advice, you’ll care little for Socrates but much more for the truth. If you think I’m speaking the truth, agree with me; but if not, resist me with every argument you can muster.11





We will never know the real Socrates. The literary figure of “Socrates,” found in the dialogues, tells us, nevertheless, that we must learn to know ourselves. Perhaps, even if his story does blend fact and fiction, by retelling it in a way that highlights certain questions, and their relevance to self-improvement, he may still help us to glimpse the truth about ourselves today and free us from certain errors that may otherwise blind and imprison us.










1


THE TRIAL


“I CANNOT SAY FOR CERTAIN, fellow Athenians, how you have been affected by the words of my accusers. What I do know is that they spoke so persuasively they almost made me forget who I was.” 1


The year is 399 BCE. The philosopher Socrates, barefoot as usual and dressed in his threadbare cloak, has risen to address a jury of several hundred Athenian men crammed into a courtroom before him. They are in the Agora, the city center of Athens. Many of those present can barely contain their rage. What he says next only provokes them further.


“Some of you may think I am joking; I promise you I am not. It is my contention that I gained such a bad reputation among you precisely because of the wisdom I possess.” The courtroom remains quiet, but only because its occupants are momentarily stunned by this remark.


Socrates continues: “The philosophers who preceded me, and to whom I have been falsely compared, laid claim to a superhuman wisdom. They professed to know things that no man knows for certain: concerning the nature of the sun and moon and other such things. The wisdom that I acquired, by contrast, was the sort wholly appropriate to mortals. You have heard me say many times in the past that my own investigations have nothing to do with what is beneath the ground, in Hades, or high above us in the celestial realm of the gods. I am not that sort of philosopher.” With his bulging eyes, snub nose, balding head, and thick lips protruding through his beard, he reminds them of an oafish comedy character, or the bestial satyrs of legend—they don’t like the look of him and don’t trust him. Despite this, he glares at them and speaks with unapologetic self-assurance: “I have concerned myself with something much closer to home: ‘Whatsoever,’ to borrow a phrase from Homer, ‘is good or evil in a house.’ It is in this, the field of knowledge most appropriate to mortal life, that I do indeed call myself wise.”


Enraged jury members press against the railing, eyes blazing, as they noisily spit insults at the accused philosopher. A few even begin fighting among themselves. Socrates, though now in his seventies, is completely unfazed. He must pause, nevertheless, while the court officers, with some effort, restore order. His young wife, Xanthippe, and their children are not present. Nobody was surprised when he insisted they remain at home. Everyone, however, feels the absence of Chaerephon, Socrates’s childhood friend and fellow philosopher, who recently passed away. One of Socrates’s young students, Xenophon, who would go on to make a name for himself, is absent on military service. Most of his other friends are here: Crito, his lifelong companion, a wealthy agriculturalist who grew up in Alopece, the same Athenian deme (suburb) as Socrates; Phaedo of Elis, the beautiful young nobleman whom Socrates had rescued from a life of slavery after he was captured and sold to an Athenian brothel; Plato, one of Socrates’s wealthy young aristocratic students, who would one day become Athens’s most famous philosopher. Each one of them looks deeply concerned at the mounting hostility of the crowd.


A few days earlier, Meletus, a young aspiring poet, unknown to Socrates, with a long nose, unkempt beard, and lank hair, had nervously delivered a verbal summons to him. The streets of Athens were abuzz with talk of the charges. Five hundred jurors, plus one more to prevent a tied vote, had filed into the Heliaia, or supreme court, on the morning of the trial. They took their seats on benches before the litigants, separated from them by a sacred wooden railing, which helped to stop brawling. Hundreds of observers also crammed into the courtroom. The sun bore down cruelly on its occupants through an open roof. Above them, in the distance, atop the Acropolis, a colossal bronze statue of the goddess Athena watches over proceedings from beside the Parthenon, her temple.


The jury was composed only of male Athenian citizens above the age of thirty. Although chosen by lot, and therefore potentially from different walks of life, most were veterans of the Peloponnesian War, grateful for the three obols per day the state paid them to be here. Prayers were made and sacrifices offered to sanctify the proceedings. The air in the building was soon filled with sweet-smelling and musky incense smoke, which lingered throughout the day, reminding everyone of their oath to the gods. It also helped to cover the smell of hundreds of sweating bodies packed close together.


“I will vote according to the laws,” they pledged. “Concerning matters about which there are no laws,” the oath continued, “I will cast my vote according to the most just understanding of things, and not out of favor or enmity.” They promised to give the accusers and defendants equal hearing and to exclude from consideration any matters not bearing on the prosecution’s case. “I swear these things by Zeus, Apollo, and Demeter,” they murmured. In addition, they affirmed that the gods should bless them if they kept their word but curse them if it was broken.


Despite the solemn oath they took, one contemporary satirist claimed that many jurors were far too petty-minded to cast their votes dispassionately. They became intoxicated with self-importance, he said, at having the great and good of Athens cowering at their feet, particularly smug intellectuals like Socrates. According to Aristophanes, begging some of these jurymen for mercy would be as pointless as trying to cook a stone.2 He compared them to an angry swarm of wasps, who delighted in being able to inflict great pain. He also claimed that the court officials who oversaw proceedings were easily bribed. Jurors in Athens can’t all have resembled the embittered old busybodies he pours scorn upon, but his caricatures must have been recognizable to the theatergoers who laughed at them. The jurors perhaps also saw something of themselves in the lead character of another of Aristophanes’s plays, The Clouds, who ends up trying to teach Socrates a lesson by burning his school to the ground. From the outset, Athens’s most controversial philosopher was unlikely to receive a fair hearing.


The herald had formally announced the charges. “The following complaint was lodged under oath,” he stated, “by Meletus, son of Meletus of Pitthos, against Socrates, son of Sophroniscus of Alopece.” He read aloud the affidavit: “Socrates breaks the law because he does not recognize the gods recognized by the city, and because he introduces other new divinities; and he breaks the law because he corrupts the youth.”3 The jury then listened to Meletus speak, followed by Anytus and Lycon, the witnesses he called for the prosecution. Anytus, the most famous of the three, had inherited a prosperous tannery. Claiming to represent the interests of other craftsmen, he became a leading Democrat politician. As he had been accused of bribing an entire jury in the past, he asked or, according to one source, paid his friend Meletus to file today’s charges in his place. They were aided by Lycon, a rabble-rousing orator—we know little else about this man. Socrates claimed that the witnesses had perjured themselves by bearing false testimony against him. The jury were at last listening to the philosopher speak in his own defense before voting on his guilt and the death sentence that Meletus had officially requested.


Socrates, who had been pacing back and forth on the rostrum, now halts and turns toward the jurymen as he patiently requests not to be interrupted. “Some of you, I can see, are growing angry, but although it may seem like a presumptuous claim, wisdom was not the word chosen by me, but by Apollo, god of Delphi.” As soon as he mentions the god, the courtroom falls silent once more, except for the relentless trickling of the water clock beside the entrance, timing the proceedings. For a while, Socrates becomes motionless, his face frozen, brow furrowed. Lost in contemplation, he gazes into the distance over the heads of the jurymen. It was an expression very familiar to his friends, one that meant he was lost in deep contemplation. Watching him, some of them recalled a scene from decades ago, before an otherworldly temple, on the slopes of Mount Parnassus. That was where his story really began, or so he liked to say. His boyhood friend, Chaerephon, was with him at the time, flapping his long, thin arms, as they both spoke excitedly about two famous words, inscribed upon a pillar by the threshold of Apollo’s temple.4


Delphi is several days’ trek northwest of Athens, on the mountain slopes where Apollo, the son of Zeus, had reputedly slain a dragon called Python. According to legend, Zeus had also cast down a great stone there, called the Omphalos or navel, because it marked the very center of the universe. This sacred boulder lay within the precinct of the Delphic temple of Apollo. Greeks from all around the Mediterranean would travel there every four years, to attend the Pythian Games, in honor of Apollo’s victory over the dragon. It was a mysterious place, full of treasures from distant lands. From this hallowed vantage point, in the mountains, worldly troubles seemed relatively fleeting and unimportant. One could almost believe that this was, indeed, the center of the universe. The temple also lay at the very center of philosophy—it was, in a sense, the birthplace of Greek wisdom.


There were two very important maxims inscribed at Delphi. The first, and by far the most famous, said: Gnothi Seauton, “Know thyself.”5 Socrates loved, and often referenced, this inscription, which he’d studied with his own eyes. For centuries to come, books many volumes long would be written by philosophers trying to interpret these two words. Standing at the entrance to the immortal god’s abode, the most obvious meaning was that we should remember that we are mortal and act accordingly—to know yourself is to know that you, unlike the gods, must die.6 Socrates considered philosophy to be, in a sense, a lifelong meditation on death. Having long reconciled himself to his own mortality, he is completely unperturbed by the threat of execution now looming over him.


“Most of you here knew Chaerephon,” says Socrates softly, breaking the silence. He turns his gaze once again toward his audience, slowly scanning the room, as he continues. “He had been my friend since childhood. He was your friend too. He went into exile with the people and returned to Athens after the Thirty Tyrants were defeated.” Many nod, and the courtroom remains quiet, although some expressions darken further still. Socrates continues: “A most impetuous man, he made the journey to Delphi and asked—” Several members of the jury abruptly resume their shouting, causing a disturbance and forcing him to wait while order is restored. Again, he politely requests not to be interrupted but has to raise his voice to be heard above the disgruntled murmurs.


“He asked—” Despite more angry cries from the jurymen, Socrates continues: “He asked the Oracle whether anyone was wiser than me. The god Apollo, spoke through the mouth of his priestess, replying that no man is wiser than Socrates.” Some jurymen begin to heckle him but are restrained by others, who urge them to hear the defendant out. Socrates gestures to the gallery. “Although my friend, Chaerephon, is no longer with us, his younger brother, Chaerecrates, is in court today and will confirm that every word I have just said is the truth.” At this, Chaerecrates nods slowly, his gaze fixed on Socrates—his eyes are already tearful because it seems clear to him how the day will end.


“Why mention this?” asks Socrates, leaning forward. He can see that bringing up the subject has upset many in the courtroom. “In order,” he says, lowering his voice and staring directly toward the most enraged, “to explain how I earned such a bad reputation.” Socrates waits for their murmurs to die down before beginning his story . . .


“When the Oracle’s pronouncement reached my ears, I was puzzled, and immediately asked myself: ‘What can Apollo possibly have meant by saying that I, Socrates, was the wisest of all men?’ That was a riddle to which I had as yet no answer. For I knew that I possessed no wisdom whatsoever, great or small. Nevertheless, Apollo is a god, and so it would go against his nature to speak falsely.” Indeed, as everyone present realizes, it would have been an outrage for Socrates to have stood in court and accused the god of lying.


“After thinking about this for a long time, I came up with a method of testing his answer. I realized that if I could find someone wiser than myself, I would be able to return to Delphi and present the god with contrary evidence. By pointing out an apparent exception to his claim, I would force him to clarify his meaning. Indeed, I would proceed somewhat as one might here, in court, when challenging the testimony of a witness. I would say: ‘You stated that I am the wisest of all men but here is a man who is obviously wiser than me.’7 I therefore went straight to someone who had an outstanding reputation for wisdom, a famous statesman, whose name I need not mention.8 Once I began to talk with him in person, it became impossible for me to believe that he was really wise, although he was thought to be so by a great many people, most of all by himself.


“I tried to show him that though he believed himself to be extremely wise,” says Socrates, “he was mistaken. As a result, he grew to resent me, and his hatred was shared by several of his friends who overheard our conversation. As I left their company, I began thinking to myself that although I could not believe that either of us knew anything genuinely important about ‘the good,’ or the goal of life, I was better off than him. Despite knowing nothing, he mistakenly believed that he knew things of great importance. I, on the other hand, neither knew nor believed that I knew such things. In this regard alone, therefore, I appeared to have an advantage over these sorts of men: I realized that I was ignorant concerning the true nature of goodness, beauty, and other such things.


“So I continued my search, going from one man to another, testing those who had pretensions of wisdom in the same way. As I did so, many others turned against me. Some spread rumors, others berated me, and a few even assaulted me with their fists in the street. All this I endured without complaint. To become angry with my attackers seemed as pointless to me as blaming an ass for kicking me or a dog for barking at me. At first, I was quite concerned about the animosity that my questions provoked. I felt, however, that my only choice was to persevere. The word of Apollo was more important than my own reputation. I was committed to seeking out anyone who appeared to have knowledge, in order to solve the riddle of his oracle.


“These were the mighty Labors of Heracles that I undertook. I wandered from one place to another, in search of a wise man. And I swear by the dog, citizens of Athens, that I must tell you the truth about my mission’s outcome. What I discovered, after much investigation, was that the men with the greatest reputation for wisdom were often the most foolish. Others whom the majority held in lower esteem were, in fact, much wiser and better men.” This draws murmurs from the jury, not all of whom take issue with Socrates’s remark.


“My labors caused me to acquire enemies, many of whom were influential men, and this is the sole reason for my current predicament. I am called ‘wise’ by those who imagine that I possess the wisdom I find lacking in others. The truth is, however, that only God is wise. What Apollo meant to show through his pronouncement was that the wisdom of men is of little or no value by comparison. When he used my name it was as an example of a more general truth, as if he were saying, ‘He is the wisest, who, like Socrates, realizes that his apparent wisdom is worth nothing.’ After all these efforts, therefore, I was forced to conclude that the Oracle’s pronouncement could not be refuted, but I also believed that I was closer to understanding its meaning.”


Socrates was not behaving as a man on trial was expected to behave. These words, in particular, rubbed many jurors the wrong way, as he appeared to have called into question their own wisdom. Since there were no judges in Athenian courts, everything had to be addressed to the jurymen. Socrates went against convention by referring to them simply as his fellow Athenians rather than more formally as “men of the jury”—he did not seem to regard them as his judges.


“So I go about the world, in obedience to the god,” he continues, “searching for signs of genuine wisdom in those, whether citizens or foreigners, who appear to be wise. If they are shown to be lacking in wisdom, the oracle is vindicated. This calling has consumed my life so much that I have no spare time for any matters of public interest, or any private concerns of my own. In fact, I find myself living in poverty because of my devotion to philosophy and my service to Apollo.”


Socrates had a way of striding around, fixing his gaze intently on those to whom he was speaking, which made some of the jurymen feel like sprats being stalked by a hungry pelican. Many were aggrieved by the sense that they were the ones being placed on trial by the accused. Despite their hostile looks, he continues: “Some of you will say: ‘Are you not ashamed, Socrates, to have followed a path in life that is bound to lead you to an untimely death?’ You are mistaken, though, if you believe that a good man should make his decisions by calculating the chances of living or dying. He ought to consider only whether he is doing right or wrong. Otherwise, by your standard, we must suppose Achilles and the other heroes who fell at Troy to have been worthless individuals. For they risked their lives, according to Homer, despising dishonor more than they feared danger. Indeed, wherever a man’s place is, whether through his own choice or at the behest of his commander, there he ought to remain. Even in the hour of greatest danger, he should stand his ground, paying heed only to his honor and not, for one moment, fearing death.


“I was ordered, along with the other soldiers, to remain at my post and look death in the face by the generals you elected to command us at Potidaea, Delium, and Amphipolis. Would it not be strange, therefore, men of Athens, if I now did the opposite and fled from danger? Apollo has ordered me, as I understand it, to follow the mission of a philosopher rather than that of a soldier. The path of philosophy has led me to this courtroom, where I now face the threat of execution. It would be both strange and contradictory of you to praise me for facing death in order to protect our city but blame me for doing so in order to preserve the character of its citizens. Of what value, indeed, are the city walls if the men within them are no good?


“The truth,” he continues, “is that if I had disobeyed the oracle of Apollo, by abandoning my philosophical calling out of the fear of facing a death sentence, you might have arraigned me for impiety with greater justification. For then I would indeed have been laying claim to godlike knowledge, fancying that I was wise in areas where I was not. The greatest of man’s fears, the fear of death, is, after all, a pretense of wisdom. It cannot be real wisdom because it falsely lays claim to knowledge of the unknown. Nobody is even certain whether death, which the fearful assume to be life’s greatest evil, may not, in fact, be our greatest good. This is the worst sort of ignorance, which I call double ignorance. For, ignorant of his own ignorance, man conceitedly takes himself to know what he does not know.


“Those who make an exhibition of themselves, begging teary-eyed for your mercy, behave as though they will suffer something dreadful upon dying. They act as though they could somehow be immortal if only you allowed them to continue living. In one key respect I consider myself to differ from, and perhaps to be wiser than, these and other men. Although I know very little about Hades, the world below, I do not pretend to know anything about it, nor do I expect to live forever. I do know, however, that injustice is an evil and that disobedience to one’s better, whether god or man, is both foolish and dishonorable. Never, therefore, will I fear what is possibly good more than I fear what is certainly evil.


“Suppose you were to say to me, ‘Socrates, we will turn a deaf ear to your accusers. You may go free, as long as you abandon philosophy, but if you are ever caught doing it again you shall be executed.’ I would reply, ‘Men of Athens, I honor you, and I love you, but I shall obey the god Apollo and not you. While I have life and strength I shall never cease from the practice of philosophy, and I shall continue to exhort anyone I meet to do the same.’ ” He turns toward the audience and glares at them, in his notorious fashion, from under his thick eyebrows. “ ‘You are my friend,’ I shall say, ‘a citizen of the great city of Athens. Are you not ashamed of heaping up money and reputation, while caring so little about wisdom and the improvement of your soul?’


“If he replies that he does care, I will cross-examine him thoroughly. If I think he has no wisdom or virtue in him, but only says that he has, I will rebuke him both for undervaluing the most important things in life and for overvaluing less important things. I shall continue telling this to everyone I meet, young and old, Athenian or foreigner, but especially to the citizens, as they are my kinsmen. For I do nothing but go around persuading you all, old and young alike, not to worry about your reputation or your property but to make it your greatest concern to achieve the greatest improvements possible in your own character. Moral wisdom is not acquired through money. On the contrary, such wisdom is a source of true wealth and everything else that is good for man and for the city. I do this at the command of Apollo, and I am confident that no greater good has ever befallen Athens than my pursuit of philosophy, in his service.


“No man here can deny that this is my teaching. If you believe that this doctrine corrupts the youth, then you may perhaps conclude that I am a criminal. What puzzles me, however, is how you could believe that any man would deliberately intend to make his own city worse. In doing so he would, of course, harm not only others but also himself. Perhaps you might assume that I am so foolish that in attempting to teach wisdom and virtue, despite my best efforts, I accidentally achieve the opposite. Yet our law does not punish one for doing harm unintentionally, but only for doing so deliberately. Whether or not you find me guilty, and even if you sentence me to death, as my accusers desire, understand that I shall never turn my back on philosophy, even if you were able to execute me many times over.”


Upon hearing these brazen words of defiance, the jury erupts. Hundreds of bodies, crowded into the court, press forward, yelling, arms flailing, while others try, with difficulty, to pacify or at least restrain the outraged mob. Socrates pauses briefly, amid cries of “Step down! Step down!” peppered with coarse insults. He stares directly into their eyes. Again, he asks the members of the jury to calm themselves and be patient. They had agreed to hear him until his time was up on the water clock, and a few minutes still remain. “Men of Athens, please do not interrupt me,” he says. “I have one more thing to say, which may cause you to cry out loud, but I believe that to hear it will be good for you, so I beg you to listen.


“If you kill a man such as I am,” he says, “you will injure yourselves far more than you injure me. Nothing you can do will ever injure me. My accusers, indeed, cannot harm me. For, as I shall explain, nature will never permit a bad man to injure one who is good. They may, of course, have me killed, or driven into exile, and even confiscate what little property is mine. They may imagine, as others will, that they are inflicting great harm on me by doing so. There we must disagree. For, in truth, the evil of wrongly taking a life, or inflicting any other form of unjust punishment, is far greater than the evil of suffering it.”


Moments before, nothing could be heard in that court above the roar of the indignant mob. Now the room has become very still and quiet once again. The water clock is beginning to run out. Socrates ends the silence, turning to face his fellow Athenians. “Anytus and Meletus may kill me,” he says, “but they cannot harm me.”


THE PRACTICE OF DEATH CONTEMPLATION


HOW ARE WE TO REMEMBER who we really are when, throughout our lives, powerful and often eloquent voices seek to persuade us of something else? We can begin from the simple premise that what appears to be true may turn out to be false. Socrates developed a method to help us distinguish between appearance and reality and expose the conceit of wisdom in ourselves and others. Those who believed themselves most wise were typically the ones who left his company feeling most foolish. Some people believe that philosophy can be learned by reading books, memorizing the best parts, and repeating what they have read. Socrates believed that this leads not to real wisdom but to the illusion, or appearance, that you possess wisdom—opinions rather than knowledge.


Philosophy, for Socrates, was a practice and a way of life. The Socratic method begins with a negative revelation: the insight that we cannot acquire wisdom from books in the same way that we acquire onions from a greengrocer. Wisdom cannot be purchased, at any price, from the labor of other people. It can only come from our own efforts. The Socratic method is an active process of thinking. Its constant refrain is “Yes but . . . ,” because it happily seeks out one exception after another to our definitions, assumptions, and other verbal rules. It forces us to think for ourselves by continually placing in question our most important assumptions and values, such as our goals for self-improvement.


Socrates did not think books were useless. In fact, he was an avid reader who enjoyed quoting other writers. He believed, though, that like the cryptic oracles of Apollo, we must question what we read and put it to the test by trying to identify exceptions, or situations where it no longer holds true. Even the pronouncement that no man was wiser than Socrates, and the imperative to know ourselves, need to be examined in this way to be properly understood. Wisdom cannot be taught, but, perhaps, it can be learned—especially if we make the effort to examine our own lives and the assumptions on which our actions are based.


You can start right now. Where should you begin? At the very end, of course. Imagine you are facing execution like Socrates, perhaps even having your life judged, and possibly condemned, by your peers. For the sake of argument, let’s assume your fate is sealed, and there’s no point trying to convince the jury to acquit you. Looking back on your life, what would matter to you the most? What, in other words, would you want your life to stand for?


Let’s go further. Like Socrates, you’re raising the cup of hemlock to your own lips, about to take the fatal sip that will close your eyes for eternity. Imagine that these are your last few moments. Pause and think of what seemed most important to you throughout life. If you’re not sure how to answer, use this question to find a clue: What did you spend most of your time doing? Time is one of our greatest assets. In what did you actually invest your time, yesterday and the day before? How important do you think these activities really were, as you imagine looking back on them from the end of your life?


The pursuit of wealth is easy to examine from this perspective. As the saying goes, you can’t take it with you. How much good would a million dollars be doing in your bank account as you are on the verge of passing away? Suppose it’s too late to spend it, either wisely or foolishly. Once you know that your time is up, it’s obvious that money itself is of no intrinsic value. What matters, if anything, is the use we choose to make of it. Many of the things that appear valuable throughout life are of this nature. We store them up, hoping to use them one day, when we get around to it, but they’re of no real value unless they’re used wisely.


Today we can quantify fame even more simply than we do wealth. Perhaps you have a million followers on social media. Imagine, on your deathbed, asking yourself: Did that alone make life worth living? Fame, like wealth, is at best a means to an end. It creates the opportunity to influence many people. If you never used your reputation for anything good, though, what was the point of spending time acquiring it? What if this is true of most of the things that appear valuable to the majority of people? What if we are born into a society that perpetually confuses the appearance of value with real value?


How about the pursuit of knowledge? That seems like a more noble goal to many people than acquiring wealth and fame. Is all knowledge equally valuable, though? Have anyone’s final words ever been, “I only wish I’d finished watching all the Friends DVDs, so that I might know how the series ends!” What about knowing how to help people, through the study of science or medicine? Of what value is that, or any other knowledge, unless you put it into practice, and do so wisely? When confronted with our own mortality, it often appears obvious, in retrospect, that many of the things we imagined to be important were only of potential value. What matters is how we use them, before our time is up.


You don’t need to face execution to find this out. Why? Because Socrates has already done it for you. His whole monologue above takes place under the shadow of death. Socrates, during his trial, presents himself as a man who was willing to live in relative poverty, and risk making powerful enemies, in order to pursue his philosophical mission. Even knowing that his life was about to end, he still considered wisdom to be immeasurably more important than things like wealth and reputation. We should ask ourselves, as he asked the jurymen, whether we have somehow been duped, throughout our lives, into “undervaluing the greater, and overvaluing the lesser.”


Many people, perhaps most people, never consider this perspective until it’s too late, but sometimes, if we’re lucky, we get a second chance. In the Charles Dickens novel A Christmas Carol (1843), the miser, Ebeneezer Scrooge, has a moral epiphany and decides to share his wealth with the poor, after a dream in which the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come shows him his own gravestone. In 1888, Alfred Nobel, the inventor of dynamite, got a similar shock when he read his own obituary, published by mistake, as he didn’t like its depiction of him as a “merchant of death.”9 He decided to rewrite his will, using most of his personal fortune to set up the famous Nobel Prizes, which reward those individuals who have conferred the greatest benefit on humankind in different branches of the sciences and arts.


Philosophy for Socrates was, first and foremost, a process for improving ourselves by critically examining our deepest values. He believed that the purpose of life itself is to converse daily about virtue, or the improvement of our own character, because “the unexamined life is not worth living.” After his trial, he reminded his friends to keep questioning themselves and others, including his own sons, in order to purge intellectual conceits, especially if they seemed to care more about wealth than about wisdom.


THE SENTENCE


THE OUTCOME OF THE TRIAL is well known. The jury deliberated while they voted, each man dropping one of two small bronze disks he had been given into an amphora, to indicate either acquittal or guilt. Once they had returned to their benches, the herald called out, “Who hasn’t voted? Stand up!” Nobody stood up. So the urn was emptied out and the votes counted. The herald announced the jury’s verdict: Socrates was guilty. Athenian law allowed the accused to propose an alternative to the death penalty. Socrates was expected, like most individuals in these circumstances, to throw himself on the mercy of the court, parading his tearful wife and children before the court, begging the jury to send him into exile as long as they spared his life. They would certainly have agreed to do so. None of them really wanted his death on their conscience.


Socrates, though, remained unapologetic. The absence of his family made it clear that he did not intend to make an emotional display. He was, as he put it, “a man, like other men, a creature of flesh and blood, and not of wood or stone,” who loved his wife and children. However, “I had not the boldness or impudence or inclination to address you as you would have liked me to,” he said, “weeping and wailing and lamenting, and saying and doing all the things that you have been accustomed to hear from others.” Least of all, in the hour of his greatest danger, did he want to behave in a manner he considered beneath him. “Nor do I now repent of my defense,” he said, “and I would rather die having spoken in my manner than speak in your manner and live.”


Instead of exile, he proposed that the jury should “punish” him for his alleged impiety, and for corrupting the youth, with free meals for life at public expense. This was an honor typically granted to victorious athletes. After some discussion with his friends, Socrates told the court that he would be willing to accept a fine, amounting to thirty pieces of silver. It was too late. His “big talk,” as one of his students later described it, offended the jurymen. An even larger number now voted against him than had originally found him guilty. They sentenced him to death.


This arrogant old man, who dared to question the things they held in highest regard, seemed too dangerous to let live. The jury were convinced, based on the impression they’d received from satire and gossip, that the philosopher before them was nothing more than an intellectual charlatan whose habit of questioning everything merely posed a threat to their society. In reality, they did not know Socrates at all.
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