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			Introduction


			This book might just as accurately have been titled The Essence of Plato rather than The Essence of Socrates. Our record of what Socrates is alleged to have said comes from only two principal sources: Plato’s dialogues and Xenophon’s Memorabilia. Socrates himself wrote nothing down. He spoke extemporaneously and his remarks were not recorded, so far as we can tell, on the spot, but only much later from memory.


			To make matters more complicated, there is the famous Socratic Method. Socrates thought that the most important lesson he could teach was how to think. He therefore usually taught by asking questions designed to bring out the reasoning of his interlocutor. The flaw in this otherwise admirable approach was that we often never learn, or cannot be sure we have discerned, Socrates’s own views.


			The constant process of questioning and uncovering logical lapses would also no doubt have been annoying to some of Socrates’s more self-satisfied contemporaries. If so, it might have contributed to the charges against him, that he was undermining the official religion among youth, which led to his condemnation and death. In The Apology, Plato’s account of the trial and death, Socrates candidly acknowledged that:


			I go about testing and examining every man whom I think wise, whether he be a citizen or a stranger, as God has commanded me; and whenever I find that he is not wise, I point out to him on the part of God that he is not wise.


			This does seem to be a formula for offending powerful people.


			It seems a reasonable guess that Socrates did say this, or something like it. What motive would Plato have had for fabricating such a sincere but also endearingly naïve sentiment? Socrates also makes a great many direct statements in Plato’s later dialogue, The Republic, unlike in some of the earlier dialogues specifically about him, when the Socratic Method so often veils his view. As a result, The Republic is often quoted in this short collection of Socrates sayings. But because it is a later dialogue, and less specifically about Socrates, it is reasonable to wonder whether the views expressed are truly those of Socrates, or rather Plato’s much later interpretation or even modification of them. Unfortunately there is no way to know. Like the Gospel accounts of Jesus’s sayings, which were written down long after his death, they are all we have of Socrates, and we must take them as we find them.


			The combined wisdom of Socrates (469–399 bce) and Plato (428–347 bce) comes to us from a very long time ago. In the context of their time, they are startlingly original. There is nothing like them except, to a degree, in the contemporaneous and very advanced civilization of India. It is not surprising that they have had such an immense influence on human thought.


			It is also something of a miracle that we have them at all. Plato is believed to have written philosophical treatises that he considered his main life’s work. But they are all gone. What remains is the dialogues, which may have been meant for the general educated public rather than other philosophers and are therefore written in a more popular style.


			The Essence of Socrates is very short and can be read at one sitting. Here are a few sayings of Socrates to whet the reader’s appetite.


			The Central Role of Logic:


			Whenever a person strives, by the help of logic and dialectics, to start in pursuit of reality by a simple process of reason, independent of all sensory information—never flinching, until by an act of the pure intelligence, he has grasped the real nature of good—he arrives at the very end of the intellectual journey. . . . Unless he does . . . this, . . . he dreams and sleeps away his . . . life. 


			Plato, The Republic


			The Nature of Dialectic:


			Is it the case that everything, which has an opposite, is generated only out of its opposite? . . . In fact, is it not a universal law, even though we do not always express it in so many words, that opposites are generated always out of one another, and that there is a process of generation out of one into the other? 


			Plato, Phædo


			Evils, Theodorus, can never perish; for there must always remain something which is opposite to good. 


			Plato, Theætetus


			Logic, Not Sense Experience, Is the Teacher:


			And will not a man attain to this pure thought most completely, if he goes to each thing, as far as he can, with his mind alone, taking neither sight nor any other sense along with his reason in the process of thought, to be an encumbrance? 


			Plato, Phædo


			The Universe Is Itself Governed by Logic:


			Shall we say that the power of an irrational principle governs all things, and that, which is called the universe, at random, and as may happen? Or, on the contrary, . . . that Mind, and a certain wonderful Intellect, arranges things together, and governs throughout? 


			Plato, Philebus


			The Fatal Lure of Vanity:


			If I were to claim to be at all wiser than others, it would be because I do not think that I have any clear knowledge about the world, when, in fact, I have none. 


			Plato, The Apology


			What Is Truly Valuable:


			Athenians, I hold you in the highest regard and love; but I will obey God rather than you; and as long as I have breath and strength, I will not cease from philosophy and from exhorting you, and declaring: are you not ashamed of caring so much for the making of money, and for reputation, and for honor? Will you not think or care about wisdom, and truth, and the perfection of your soul? 


			Plato, The Apology


			The Soul, Not the Body:


			The soul is most like the divine, the immortal, the intelligible, the uniform, the indissoluble and the unchangeable; while the body is most like the human, the mortal, the unintelligible, the multiform, the dissoluble, and the changeable. 


			Plato, Phædo


			It seems that there is a narrow path which will bring us safely to our journey’s end, with reason as our guide. As long as we have this body, and an evil of that sort is mingled with our souls, we shall never fully gain what we desire, which is truth. For the body is forever taking up our time with the care which it needs; and, besides whenever diseases attack it, they hinder us in our pursuit of real being. It fills us with passions, desires and fears, and all manner of phantoms, and much foolishness; and so, as the saying goes, in very truth we can never think at all for it. . . . While we live, we shall come nearest to knowledge, if we have no communion or intercourse with the body beyond what is absolutely necessary, and if we are not defiled with its nature. We must live pure from it until God himself releases us. 


			Plato, Phædo


			But Neither Is the Body to Be Neglected or Shown Disrespect:


			He earnestly recommended those who conversed with him to take care of their health, both by learning whatever they could respecting it from men of experience, and by attending to it, each for himself, throughout his whole life, studying what food or drink, or what exercise, was most suitable for him, and how he might act in regard to them so as to enjoy the best health; for he said it would be difficult for a person who thus attended to himself to find a physician that would tell better than himself what was conducive to his health. 


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			We Should Try to Free Ourselves from Desire:


			You, who do not even wait for the natural desire of gratification, but fill yourself with all manner of dainties before you have an appetite for them, eating before you are hungry, drinking before you are thirsty, procuring cooks that you may eat with pleasure, buying costly wines that you may drink with pleasure, and running about seeking for snow in summer, while, in order to sleep with pleasure, you prepare not only soft beds, but couches, and rockers under your couches, for you do not desire sleep in consequence of labor, but in consequence of having nothing to do; you force the sensual inclinations before they require gratification, using every species of contrivance for the purpose, and abusing male and female, for thus it is that you treat your friends, insulting their modesty at night, and making them sleep away the most useful part of their day. 


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			He was not only superior to all corporeal pleasures, but also to those attendant on the acquisition of money. 


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			So frugal was he, that I do not know whether anyone could not earn . . . sufficient to have satisfied Socrates. 


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			Do you think that a philosopher will care very much about what are called pleasures, such as the pleasures of eating and drinking? . . . Or about the pleasures of sexual passion? 


			Plato, Phædo


			The soul of a philosopher will consider that it is the office of philosophy to set her free. . . . She gains for herself peace from worldly things, and follows reason and ever abides in it, contemplating what is true and divine and real, and fostered by them. 


			Plato, Phædo


			But Pleasure Too Should Not Be Despised:


			Another person saying that he ate without pleasure, “Acumenus,” said Socrates, “prescribes an excellent remedy for that disease.” The other asking, “What sort of remedy?” “To abstain from eating,” said Socrates; “for he says that, after abstaining, you will live with more pleasure, less expense, and better health.” 


			Xenophon, The Memorabilia of Socrates


			We Should Try to Free Ourselves from Vengeance:


			We ought not to repay wrong with wrong or do harm to any man, no matter what we may have suffered from him. 


			Plato, Crito


			And We Should Not Fear Death:


			To fear death, my friends, is only to think ourselves wise, without being wise; for it is to think that we know what we do not know. For everything that men can tell, death may be the greatest good that can happen to them; but they fear it as if they knew quite well that it was the greatest of evils. And what is this but that shameful ignorance of thinking that we know what we do not know? 


			Plato, The Apology


			He who is truly a man, ought not to care about living a certain time; . . . he leaves all that to God and considers in what way he can spend his appointed term. 


			Plato, Gorgias


			Do you think that a spirit full of lofty thoughts, and privileged to contemplate all time, and all existence, can possibly attach any great importance to this life? “No, it is impossible.” Then such a person will not regard death as a formidable thing, will he? 


			Plato, The Republic


			—Hunter Lewis


		

OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
The Essence of

Socrates

Edited with an Introduction by
Hunter Lewis

AXIOS





OEBPS/Images/Socrates-cover.jpg
The Essence of

socrates

The Essence of series

Edited with an Introduction by
Hunter Lewis





