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Preface

We are living in the midst of a Socratic revival, both academic and broadly cultural.
On the one hand, teaching by the Socratic method, Socratic counseling, and the trade-
mark “Socrates Café” proliferate throughout the elementary schools and law schools,
therapy offices, and cafés of North America (Phillips 2001, Marionoff 1999). On the
other hand, scholarly works seek to discover the doctrinal commitments of the historical
Socrates, the role of Socrates in Hellenistic philosophy, and the ideal of Socrates in
such later thinkers as Montaigne, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche.

Who was Socrates that he should have spawned such diverse offspring? Rather
than venture a single answer, the essays in A Companion to Socrates investigate and
exemplify the various ways in which versions of this question can be answered. Thus
the essays examine the contexts in which Socrates himself lived and talked, and also
the contexts in which he was studied and reinvented throughout history. To orient the
reader, this preface aims to provide an etiology of the current state of the question in
Socratic studies.

It was above all the path-breaking work of Gregory Vlastos, along with his students
and associates (Vlastos 1991, Kraut 1984, Brickhouse and Smith 1994 and 2000,
McPherran 1996, Irwin 1977 and 1995), which articulated a powerful thesis iden-
tifying the historical Socrates with the Socrates of Plato’s early dialogues. Vlastos put
the tools of analytic philosophy to use in the study of the philosophical views and
arguments of Plato’s early dialogues, and found in them arresting theses — that virtue
is knowledge, that virtue is necessary for happiness, that it is better to suffer than to do
injustice, that it is impossible to act contrary to knowledge of what is good, that piety
is doing god’s work — coupled with a mode of argumentation that was somehow to
establish these truths but succeeded only in revealing to interlocutors that they too,
like Socrates, were ignorant in the crucial matter of leading a good life. This frame-
work, as we shall see shortly, has proved extremely productive.

The Socratic question of how to extract the historical Socrates from the various and
conflicting literary representations of him had been given an influential formulation in
the nineteenth century by Schleiermacher: how could so banal or ironic a figure as
Socrates be the founder of Western philosophy? By demonstrating the philosophical
interest of the Socrates of Plato’s early dialogues, Vlastos had answered Schleiermacher’s
version of the question, but the question reappears in another guise: given that
Plato, like Xenophon and the other Socratics, were writing in a literary genre well
described as “biographical experiments” that aim at “capturing the potentialities rather
than the realities of individual lives” (Momigliano 1993: 46), what hope is there for

Xiv



PREFACE

reconstructing the historical Socrates from these representations? The representa-
tions conflict at the most basic level: Socrates affirms and denies that the good is
pleasure (Plato, Gorgias 495a—99b, but cf. Protagoras 351b—e, 354de); Socrates does
and doesn’t investigate questions of natural science (Aristophanes, Clouds 217-33;
Aristotle, Metaphysics A.6.987b1-3; Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.1.11-16, 4.7.2-10;
Plato, Phaedo 96d-99e, but cf. Apology 26de); Socrates disavows and avows having
knowledge (Plato, Apology 21b—23b, Theaetetus 150cd, but cf. Apology 29b). So why
suppose that the Socrates of Plato’s early dialogues was the historical Socrates, rather
than the Socrates of Xenophon's Socratic writings, or the Socrates of Aeschines, or
Aristippus, or indeed of the hostile witness Aristophanes?

In one of the inspirations for this Companion, The Socratic Movement, Paul Vander
Waerdt (1994: 3), having voiced his skepticism about the sources’ ability to tell us
much about the historical Socrates, suggests that these sources might be better used
as guides to the thinking of their authors or for the recovery of philosophically brilliant
portraits of Socrates. The portrait with which this volume opens is Plato’s portrait of
Socrates during the landmark events that ended his life: his defense when tried for
impiety and corruption, his decision not to escape while awaiting the death sentence,
and the serenity with which, facing death, he continued to philosophize. Debra Nails’
“The Trial and Death of Socrates” uses the dramatically linked dialogues Theaetetus—
Euthyphro—Apology—Crito—Phaedo to locate these events in their legal context and to
reflect on Plato’s contrasts between legalistic and true justice. One conclusion brought
out by this contrast is that it was not malevolence but rather a failure to understand
Socrates in the rushed atmosphere of the courtroom that was responsible for the
Athenians’ conviction of Socrates as guilty of “not recognizing the gods the city recog-
nizes and . . . introducing into it new gods; and also corrupt[ing] the young” (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 2.40). This may have the ring of tragedy to our
ears, but Christian Wildberg's “Socrates and Euripides” argues that there is no room
for tragedy in Socrates’ world, where it is better to suffer than to do injustice, and
where death is no evil. Wildberg uses fragmentary material from fourth-century com-
edy, tragedy, and Socratic logoi, as well as anecdotes from later biographers, to create
a body of evidence showing that Euripides and Socrates must have been intellectually
engaged with one another; he goes on to problematize accounts of the character of
their relationship based on Socratic themes in Euripides.

Was Socrates a sophist, as critics as old as Aristophanes and as new as Anytus and
Meletus (Plato, Apology 18a—19d) claimed, but Socrates himself denied (19d, 20c,
21b, 22d)? If he was a sophist, what kind of sophist was he? It is now widely accepted
that prior to Plato, the term “sophist” could describe any intellectual, and that it was
Plato who turned it into a term of abuse. After surveying the use of the term in a range
of fourth-century sources, Paul Woodruff’s “Socrates Among the Sophists” suggests
that Socrates’ differences with the sophists are an insider’s differences. For example,
the sophist Protagoras teaches an art of speaking on both sides of an issue to determine
what it is reasonable to believe (eikos) in the absence of knowledge — and not, as
Plato suggests, always to affirm appearances over reality. Richard Janko's “Socrates
the Freethinker” uses the relatively recently discovered Derveni Papyrus (authored,
Janko argues, by Diagoras of Melos) and the thought of Diogenes of Apollonia to place
Socrates in a group of reformation-style intellectuals who were replacing, sometimes
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PREFACE

by rejecting, sometimes by allegorizing, traditional stories about the gods with the idea
of an exclusively good, and good-producing, god who was supreme. In the increasingly
fundamentalist Athens of the fifth century, impiety trials against such intellectuals
were not anomalous. Anthony Long, in “How Does Socrates’ Divine Sign Commun-
icate with Him?,” turns to an essay by the Middle Platonist Plutarch (c. 50-120 cg), On
Socrates’ Divine Sign, to explore another dimension of Socrates’ religious outlook: his
experience of direct communication from his daimonion, which, Long argues, ought to
be seen, along with Socrates’ receptivity to its message, as at once divine and rational.

With the publication of Giannantoni’s four-volume Socratis et Socraticorum Reliquiae
(1990), which collects fragments attributable to members of the Socratic circle, came
another great advance in Socratic scholarship. This collection makes possible the
reconstruction of the philosophy of Socrates’ associates such as the Cynic Antisthenes,
the hedonist Aristippus, and others, as well as the comparative work on the writings of
the self-styled Socratics of the fourth and third centuries advocated by Vander Waerdt
(1994: 9-10). Susan Prince’s “Socrates, Antisthenes, and the Cynics” and Louis-André
Dorion’s “Xenophon’s Socrates” present us with two novel philosophical portraits.
According to Prince, Antisthenes’ Socrates took definition to be on the one hand cen-
tral to language and knowledge, and on the other hand impossible, and Antisthenes
concluded from this that contradiction is impossible. At the same time, Antisthenes’
Socrates left ethics untheorized, as something embedded in a way of life, a community,
and in the activity of interpretation. Dorion points out a number of differences between
Plato’s and Xenophon's Socrates, the most important of these being the importance
Xenophon's Socrates accords to self-control with regard to bodily pleasures (enkrateia).
Self-control is a precondition of virtue, for responsibility, freedom, justice, and the
practice of dialectic all require the ability to resist the lure of pleasure, to overcome
desires, to avoid the temptation to wrongdoing, and so on. Plato’s Socrates, by
contrast, gives this role to wisdom. What to make of this difference? A suggestive
observation made by Dorion is that Xenophon’s Socrates resembles other characters
in Xenophon and Xenophon's ideal of himself more than he does Plato’s Socrates.

The final essay in this section on sources, Ken Lapatin’s richly illustrated “Picturing
Socrates,” traces the history of visual representations of Socrates, from antiquity’s
depiction of Socrates as a satyr or Silenus-figure, sometimes ennobled, to contempo-
rary commercial images of Socrates.

The essays in the second section of Part I focus on Plato’s Socrates, the Socrates
brought to philosophy by Vlastos. A number of these essays explicitly or implicitly
challenge Vlastos’s account of Socrates’ philosophy. Christopher Rowe’s “Socrates in
Plato’s Dialogues” revisits the question of the difference between the Socrates of Plato’s
early and middle-late dialogues. Since Vlastos, this difference has been cast as a differ-
ence between a negative Socrates whose philosophical activity consists in refuting
claims to knowledge or definitions, and a dogmatic Socrates who constructs elaborate
theories, metaphysical and political. But Rowe argues that the only substantial differ-
ence is that the Socrates of the early dialogues holds that only the desire for the good
and true or false beliefs about what is good can motivate action, whereas the Socrates
of Plato’s middle-late dialogues admits nonrational motivations as well (a difference
which, Rowe acknowledges, ramifies enormously). The identification of distinctively
Socratic philosophical positions and the attempt to render them, paradoxical as they
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PREFACE

appear, philosophically attractive occupy the next several essays in this section. Heda
Segvic’s “No One Errs Willingly: The Meaning of Socratic Intellectualism” develops a
Socratic (and proto-Stoic) account of willing, a state that is at once volitional (we want
the good) and cognitive (we can be said to want something when we know that it is
good). George Rudebusch’s “Socratic Love” asks whether, in addition to the needy
love of the good just described, Socrates recognizes giving love and equality love, which
Vlastos’s (1981) “The Individual as an Object of Love in Plato” had faulted Socrates for
neglecting. Rudebusch finds, in the Lysis, an argument to the effect that the good itself
requites needy love with giving love — but no equality love. Another reply to Vlastos
can be found in John Bussanich’s “Socrates and Religious Experience.” In his (1991)
essay “Socratic Piety,” Vlastos had argued that Socrates rejected the traditional Greek
conception of the gods as powerful but amoral beings to be sacrificed to in exchange
for favors, and put in its place a conception of gods as good and human beings as
properly their assistants in benefiting human beings by caring for their souls; Socrates’
lived piety consisted in a care of the soul which involved rational inquiry that would
aid in the interpretation of the god’s communications. Against this, Bussanich main-
tains that the role of rational inquiry, or philosophy, or dialectic, is to purify the mind
of false (perhaps rationalistically derived) beliefs and admit to ignorance, so that know-
ledge born of religious experience can shine through. Finally, Rachana Kamtekar's
“The Politics of Plato’s Socrates” argues that Socrates combines a political discourse
about the best constitution, traditionally used to justify a ruler’s claim to the privilege
of ruling, with the apolitical discourse of contemporary sophists, which characterizes
ruling as a professional expertise, to argue that the sole basis for the evaluation of a
ruler or form of rule is whether or not it accomplishes the professional goal of ruling,
namely, the good of the ruled.

The last three essays in this section take up issues of the methods and goals of
Socratic ethical inquiry. It is Plato who gave the world Socrates’ most-quoted slogan,
“The unexamined life is not worth living” (Apology 38a), and Richard Kraut's “The
Examined Life” explains why Socrates should have thought the examination of one'’s
values so necessary: our lives are more likely to go tragically wrong because we are
shallow rather than because we are wicked (as does Euthyphro’s); our values and thus
the direction of our lives can become genuinely our own only once we have engaged
in the kind of ethical inquiry that came to be called ethical philosophy. Plato’s Socrates
inquires into the goodness of the virtuous life, and the results are theoretical as well as
practical commitments, such as the view that the virtues are forms of wisdom. But
while one might have taken it as given that Socratic ethical inquiry took, inter alia, the
form of investigating such questions as “what is piety?” (Euthyphro), “what is cour-
age?” (Laches), “what is friendship?” (Lysis), Roslyn Weiss's “Socrates: Seeker or
Preacher?” claims that in Plato’s Apology Socrates describes his philosophical activity
not in terms of a search for wisdom (such as answers to the “what is F?” question), but
in terms of refuting others to show them their ignorance, which is the human condi-
tion, and to motivate them to inquiry, which cannot, however, make them any wiser.
The contrasting positions taken by these two essays point to two fundamentally differ-
ent conceptions of a philosopher that can be adopted by students of Socrates, even of
Plato’s Socrates: on the one hand, to be a philosopher is to adopt a certain mode of
living and engaging (or not) with others, to which questioning is central; on the other
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hand, to be a philosopher is also to seek, evaluate, and even adopt certain determinate
theoretical views — even if in a nondogmatic spirit, or for the sake of living well. Harold
Tarrant’s “Socratic Method and Socratic Truth” takes up the question, “what is the
nature of the philosophical activity engaged in by Socrates?” Tarrant’s project is to
open up a question framed narrowly by Gregory Vlastos's (1983) “The Socratic
Elenchus”: how does Socrates’ method (drawing out conflicts in a belief-set, accord-
ing to Vlastos) achieve its goal (truth, according to Vlastos)? Tarrant conceives of
Socrates’ goal as not the discovery of true propositions, but rather “the refinement
of belief and actions that spring from understanding one’s role in the world.” Because
Protagoreanism, the ongoing availability of opposing arguments to any view, pre-
sented Socrates with an insurmountable obstacle to achieving the perspective-
independent truth he would have liked, he contented himself with affirming as true
statements the perspective-dependence of which does not invalidate them (“death is
no evil for me”), disclaiming knowledge of universals. Tarrant proposes that the Gorgias
introduces a new conception of truth and method according to which theories may
be refuted, and may be true or false, independently of their advocates.

A second inspiration for this volume, pioneering work by Anthony Long (1988 and
2002), Julia Annas (1994), and Gisela Striker (1994), has shown that the figure of
Socrates was central to the philosophical constructs of the Stoics and skeptics of the
Hellenistic period. Significantly, it was less in virtue of their adopting philosophical
precepts associated with Socrates than in virtue of their taking up Socrates’ practices
that these schools first claimed to be Socratic. Thus, when Plato’s Academy took a
skeptical turn in the third century BcE, its head, Arcesilaus (who led the Academy
c. 273-242 BcE), seems to have invoked Socrates’ practice of arguing ad hominem
(using only the interlocutor’s beliefs as premises) to negative conclusions, rather than
his avowal of ignorance or his expressions of pessimism about our cognitive faculties
(see Annas 1994, Cooper 2004). And Socrates’ lifelong pursuit of wisdom and struggle
against ignorance reappears in the skeptics’ and Stoics’ treatment of knowledge as
immeasurably valuable and demanding, on the one hand, and rash assent as the
greatest danger and source of all our troubles, on the other. The early Stoics relied
more on Xenophon's Socrates than Plato’s — arguably because Xenophon's Socrates
lived on in the Cynics Antisthenes and Diogenes, whereas there was in sight no em-
bodiment of Plato’s Socrates (see Long 1988). Nevertheless, perhaps because
Xenophon's Socrates was more unequivocally committed to doctrine — a teleological
cosmology, self-mastery as the supreme virtue — than was Plato’s, the Stoics could see
their philosophical activity as consistently constructive and Socratic. But the Stoics
also knew their Plato and seem to have developed new interpretations of Socratic
precepts — such as that virtue is sufficient for happiness, that virtue is knowledge, and
that other than virtue and vice, nothing is unconditionally good or bad — that survived
Platonic criticisms (see Striker 1994 and Long 1988).

The essays in the last third of Part I take us to the Hellenistic period. Against the
mainstream current according to which Stoicism is the most dogmatic of the Hellen-
istic schools, preserving or reformulating doctrines from Xenophon or Plato’s early
dialogues, Eric Brown'’s “Socrates in the Stoa” derives the Stoic paradoxes (e.g. virtue
suffices for happiness; only the sage is free) from reflection on Socrates’ way of life as a
life spent in the search of knowledge, understood as a coherent set of psychological
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attitudes (the Stoics’ “smooth flow of life”). Even the Stoics’ departures from Socrates
reveal a thoughtful engagement with his life: while Socrates practiced philosophy as
his profession, to the exclusion of any other, but argued with anyone, be it humble
Simon the Shoemaker or corrupt Critias of the Thirty, the Stoics appreciated the dan-
gers of dialectic (see where it got Socrates) and took philosophy to be combinable with
any profession. Tad Brennan’s “Socrates and Epictetus” provokes us to consider how
deep the Hellenistic imitation of Socrates really ran: could Epictetus only imitate the
outer but not the inner Socrates, as is suggested by the difference between their dia-
lectical performances? Was it the genius of Plato, unmatched by Arrian and indeed
Xenophon, that gave Socrates depth? And what could explain the particular intensity
and spitefulness of Socrates’ irony — especially when, contrasting Socratic and Epictetan
dialectic, we find it quite detachable from philosophical method? Finally, Richard Bett’s
“Socrates and Skepticism” examines the Academy’s appropriation of Socrates as a
proto-skeptic, from the headship of Arcesilaus into the time of Cicero (first century ck),
and contrasts this with the “standoffish” attitude towards Socrates of the Pyrrhonist
Sextus Empiricus (end of second century ck). Bett contests the Academic skeptics’
interpretation of Socrates on the grounds that Socrates cannot have believed know-
ledge impossible since he spent his life seeking it, and offers an alternative account of
Socrates’ dialectical practices.

Leaving antiquity, we turn next to the medieval and Renaissance periods. Ilai Alon’s
essay takes us from the world of Greco-Roman antiquity, to the height of the Abbasid
Caliphate in Baghdad. In the Arab world, Socrates comes into prominence with the
translation movement of the ninth century; the philosopher al-Kindi wrote a number
of treatises on Socrates, but the figure of Socrates had a widespread influence on
medieval Arab culture as a whole, inspiring poets, and hadith scholars. Socrates cap-
tured the Muslim imagination as the sage par excellence, his martyrdom comparable
to the philosophical martyrs of Islam, as for example the twelfth-century Platonist
philosopher, Suhrawardi.

Although Socrates was familiar in the Latin West from Cicero and Apuleius, as well
as Christian writers, it was (as in the parallel case of the Arabic Socrates) the trans-
lation work of Ficino in the Quattrocento that inspired a Socratic renaissance. Ficino
made all of Plato available in Latin, and the Socratic writings of Xenophon were
translated by Bessarion by mid-century. In James Hankins’ essay, we meet another
self-styled Socratic imitator in the person of none other than Marsilio Ficino, whose
Socratic seminars in the city of Florence were designed to recapture the youth of
Florence from those latter-day sophists who, according to Ficino, thrived in Italian
universities. In the Humanist movement of the fourteenth century, Socrates became
both moral preceptor in his Xenophontean guise, but also divine seer and holy man, a
precursor to Christ.

Socrates’ fortunes in the Renaissance continued to wax, and as French translations
(see e.g. Le Roy'’s sixteenth-century translation of Plato’s Symposium, which famously
omitted the Alcibiades scene and was presented as a treatise on marriage) based on the
work of the Italian Humanists brought the figure of Socrates into French culture,
another Socratic revival was well on its way. Translations of Socratic lore exerted a
powerful presence in the popular literature of early-modern France. Daniel McLean’s
essay discusses the theme of Socrates’ private life as it appeared in the satiric works
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of Rabelais and others, where Socrates becomes, among other things, a hen-pecked
bigamist or lecherous buffoon. The Socrates who lived in the comedies and bawdy
letters as well as in narrative painting of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was
rather a relic of a Roman-period Socrates, forged in traditions already obsessed with
the anecdotal and the biographical (Seneca, Aulus Gellius, and Diogenes Laertius).
It is this tradition that gives us the apparent familiarity that we enjoy today with
Socrates’ marital problems, even as it rehearsed what were ago-old questions concern-
ing the moral integrity of Socrates’ associations with youth. Ken Lapatin’s essay, as
mentioned above, documents the tremendous impact that Socrates’ death in prison
had on seventeenth-century French painting, with this theme again resonating with
Christian sensibilities, just as it earlier had with Islamic. Yet the most important thinker
to treat the figure of the dying Socrates in early-modern France was of course not a
painter, but the essayist Montaigne (Nehamas 1998: 101-27), who mentions Socrates’
name almost 60 times in his Essays. Montaigne’s Socrates, especially the Socrates of
his On Physiognomy, is a mixture of Xenophon's teacher of self-control, Plato’s Silenus,
and Montaigne himself. In offering the life of Socrates as a model and in hinting that
he himself is a Socratic figure, Montaigne has Socrates invent an entirely new tradi-
tion in the early-modern period, which Nehamas called the art of living. How far this
art of living extends into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries can be seen in the
treatments of Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and others. But this tradition is paralleled, as
we shall see, by the researches of nineteenth-century philology. Together, Socrates,
master of life and death, and the Socrates that comes under philological scrutiny,
bring us into the twentieth century. Let us briefly explore these developments.

Perhaps the most influential predecessor of today’s Socrates question, the question
of how a seemingly ironic or at least philosophically banal figure came to be identified
as the founder of Western philosophy, was Schleiermacher’s 1815 lecture entitled
“The Value of Socrates as a Philosopher.” While previous centuries saw in the figure of
Socrates many things — sage, martyr, founding hero of skepticism, Stoicism, Cynicism,
even prophet — Socrates’ worth as a philosopher today is measured by an almost
exclusive focus on the discovery of a Socratic doctrine worthy of the man. Prior to
the nineteenth century, as we have seen, Socrates made his influence felt as a person,
a philosophical ideal, even as an absence. All of this changes, not just with
Schleiermacher’s question, but also with the almost contemporaneous meditations
of Hegel on the meaning of what he understood as the Socratic revolution in Greek
thought.

As Nicholas White shows in his essay, Hegel's Socrates heralds the emergence of
self-conscious Geist for the first time in the history of thought. This subjective principle
demarcates the individual conscience as index of a new moral authority that super-
sedes the law of the state. The conflict between authority and individual, between state
and self, repeats the emphasis on Socrates’ death, on his struggle with convention; but
at the same time, this Hegelian interpretation fueled the modern concern with Socrates’
philosophy (as opposed to Socrates the person), as Socrates became, in the eyes of
Hegel, the first philosopher to cultivate a self-conscious method. It remains to explain
how these two different tendencies — one a subjectivity that becomes a new moral
force, and the other a self-reflective method — are transmitted to the twentieth century
and to its own version of Socratic philosophy.
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In Hegel's emphasis on individual subjectivity as the essence of Socrates, there are
distant echoes of Montaigne’s notion of Socratic self-fashioning, and it was Kierkegaard
who preserved this echo when he merged Hegel's subjectivity with his own interpreta-
tion of Socrates’ negative irony. Kierkegaard’s master’s thesis, On the Concept of Irony
with Constant Reference to Socrates, heralds a freedom-loving Socratic irony that func-
tions to negate conventional values. Thus Kierkegaard claimed to discover in Socrates
the radical freedom of his own existentialism. In this sense, one might be tempted to
see Kierkegaard’s appropriation of Socrates at a kind of crossroads between Socrates
the thinker and Socrates the man. Muench’s essay shows us that, on the one hand,
Socrates’ reputation as a dissembling social critic informed Kierkegaard’s own role in
Danish society. Indeed, Kierkegaard repeats the struggle between Socrates and the
state religion through his ironic insistence that he, most devout of Christians, could
not claim that he was a Christian.

James Porter’s essay on Nietzsche's treatment of the Socrates question is richly
suggestive of the enormous cultural complexity that Socrates had assumed by the
time Nietzsche wrote. Nietzsche is aware of the power of the dying Socrates, before
whom the youthful Plato prostrated himself, and notes the contradictions between
the figure of a robust Socrates, full of life and passion, and the dreary rationalist,
founder of all in Western culture that drains the vitality from life. Yet, according to
Porter, Nietzsche's philological instincts lead him to posit the possibility that Socrates
means so much that he cannot be separated from the fate of the Greek ideal as a
whole.

Meanwhile, this ironic conception of Socrates emerges in new and hybrid ways
in the twentieth century, in the work of Gregory Vlastos (Socrates, Ironist and Moral
Philosopher) and of Alexander Nehamas (The Art of Living), both of whom present us
with a Socratic philosophy that is thoroughly rooted in irony. For Vlastos, Socratic
irony is relatively benign, bereft as it must be of any hint of deceit: Socrates speaks
the truth by saying the opposite of what he means. For Nehamas, on the contrary,
Socratic irony is not transparent, but is a complex amalgam of openness and conceal-
ment, designed to avoid the detection of any who do not merit the discernment of the
real meaning of one’s words (Nehamas 1998: 62). Both contesting and exploring the
meaning of Socratic irony is a theme that connects several of the essays in the second
part of this Companion. The essays by James Porter, Jonathan Lear, Tad Brennan, and
Paul Muench are centrally occupied with the multiple meanings of irony that surface
in the modern reception of the Socratic dialogues. Whether the irony of Socrates
is transparent (Vlastos), concealing (Nehamas), part of the very peculiar identity of
Socrates himself, as source and object of the Socratic tradition that he both invents
and is invented by (Porter), or indeed a tragic but inherent part of the human condi-
tion (Lear), these essays seek to advance a discourse of irony. It might also be said that
several of the essays in the Companion use the theme of ironic dissonance, whether
that be realized, as in Kamtekar’s essay on Socratic politics, as the distance between
one’s profession and one'’s realization of that profession; or (in Brennan's essay on
Socrates and Epictetus) as the irony inherent in Socrates’ profession of ignorance and
great spitefulness toward those who claim to know; or between the desires of the self
and the self-alienation implied by desire (as in Buchan's essay), to uncover some of the
complexities of the Socratic persona.
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Yet one of the greatest ironies that haunt would-be disciples of Socrates is precisely
this tendency to imitate Socrates, or even to forge a Socrates that is an imitation of the
disciple. Of course, Socrates himself was particularly concerned with Socrates, as we
see him constantly struggling for self-knowledge (Phaedrus 229e). This call to absolute
authenticity, or at least to the quest for authenticity, gives rise to another strain of
Socratic philosophy, the tradition of Socratic self-examination. Jonathan Lear and
Mark Buchan develop the Socratic theme of self-knowledge over against what might
be called, for lack of a better word, a public fiction (whether that fiction is a mass
or individual construction — both contests are displayed in the Socratic dialogues)
in essays that cast Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis in the light of Socratic
psychology.

For both Lear and Buchan, it is a question of how to use the ironic distance between
the aspiration to selfhood and the limited autonomy that such an aspiration admits, to
open up a space of self-reflection. Buchan works with Lacan’s own appropriations of
Plato’s Socratic texts, especially the seminar on transference, thus presenting a Lacanian
interpretation of Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge. Lear, on the other hand, investigates
a question that can rightfully be asked both of Socrates and Freudian psychoanalysis:
how does talking about the soul actually change it? Thus it is not Freud’s historical
reception of Socrates that is of concern; for Lear, psychoanalysis actually is, or is at its
best, a Socratic activity. Both essays call into question other interpretations of Socratic
psychology and method by challenging the intellectualist tradition that sees no room
for emotion in the teaching environment of the elenchus (as in Rowe’s essay on Socrates
in Plato).

The methodological Socrates has been in competition with the ironic Socrates, as
we have seen, ever since Plato and Xenophon penned their biographies of the man
who roamed the streets of Athens. Yet the methodological Socrates has come into his
own now (on the connections between the analytic Socrates and the Hegelian Socrates
see White), bolstered by yet another resurgence of Socratism, in the neo-Hegelian
Socrates of Heidegger and of his student, H. G. Gadamer (Gonzalez). Gonzalez shows
that the Socrates of Hegel has spawned its own avatars. They include a negative
incarnation of Socrates in Heidegger’s rejection of Socratic philosophy as too buried in
discourse and thus excluding the more Platonic aspect of philosopher as visionary, as
well as Gadamer’s more idealistic appropriation of Socrates as forever asking questions
that themselves become the goal and the way of the true philosopher.

In his discussion of the Socratic legacy in education, Avi Mintz shows that Socratic
method is perhaps the most popular notion of Socrates today, versions of which abound
in classrooms ranging from grade school to law school. The assumption that Socratic
teaching is entirely or nearly entirely comprised by a specific technique of questioning
to elicit the learner’s innate understanding, or by engaging the learner in reasoning
about beliefs that she already holds, gave rise to a whole educational movement that
revolutionized American classrooms. Whether or not Socratic teaching can be reduced
to the question of method alone, this rather more popular assumption again shows
the power and significance of our modernist version of Socrates as methodological
philosopher. Ausland’s essay, which ends the volume by giving us a detailed account
of Socrates scholarship in the nineteenth century, returns us to the Socrates question
that began this Companion. Ausland shows that Vlastos’s Socrates is a powerful
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combination of the Socratic ironist who on the one hand knows nothing, but on other
hand is also an analytic philosopher, someone concerned above all with the question
of method. At the same time, Ausland reminds us of another Socratic persona — that of
the civic philosopher, bent on critical reformation of the body politic through the infu-
sion of rationality into the life of power. This political tradition is exemplified by the
work of Leo Strauss. Both of these traditions, Socrates the questioner and Socrates the
reformer, have blossomed and borne fruit, as we have seen, not just in philosophical
circles, but in political theory (Villa 2001), in law schools, and in everyday life.

If this preface were a map, we could now insert the phrase “You ARE HERE,” in large
red lettering. For we, in the twenty-first century, are in the midst of a Socratic revolu-
tion. Throughout its history, Socratic philosophy has interjected a dialogue between
street philosophy and elite discourse, between individual autonomy and community
norms, between scholars and zealots. Consequently, this Companion is offered to stu-
dents of Socrates from all walks of life, to philosophers and to professional classicists,
art historians and historians, and to just about everyone else who shares an interest in
the questions that Socrates has provoked over the past two and a half millennia.
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The Trial and Death of Socrates
DEBRA NAILS

Athens, birthplace of democracy, executed the philosopher Socrates in the year 399
BCE for the crime of impiety (asebeia), i.e., irreverence toward the gods of the polis,
which his accusers — Meletus, Anytus, and Lycon — had said was a corrupting influ-
ence on the young men who kept company with Socrates and imitated his behavior.
But the city had been hearing complaints and jokes about Socrates for some thirty
years by then. A popular comedian had in 414 added the term “to Socratize” (sokratein)
to the Athenian vocabulary, describing the conduct of long-haired youths who refused
to bathe and carried sticks, affecting Spartan ways (Aristophanes, Birds, 1280-3).
What was different in 399 was a wave of religious fundamentalism that brought with
it a steep rise in the number of impiety cases in Athenian courts. Socrates, maintaining
in his defense that he was not an atheist and that he had never willingly corrupted the
young or indeed knowingly harmed anyone, was found guilty and went willingly to
his execution against the exhortations and the plans of his companions, preferring
death to the alternatives of desisting from philosophy or leaving his beloved polis to
engage in philosophy elsewhere. Plato narrates the indictment, trial, and execution
of Socrates in a series of five dialogues, the Theaetetus, Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, and
Phaedo, set in the spring and summer of that year.

This singular event has been examined and reexamined ever since. There are other
accounts,! but it is Plato’s that has become philosophy’s founding myth and that has
immortalized Socrates in the popular imagination as a man of profound moral strength
and intelligence — though also as a uniquely peculiar and inscrutable individual. When
brought to trial, Socrates was 70 years old, married, the father of three sons ranging in
age from 1 to 17, and poor; his net worth, including his house, was 5 minae (Xenophon,
Oeconomicus 2.3.4-5), the equivalent of what a sophist might charge for a single course
(Apology 20b9), and less than a skilled laborer could earn in a year and a half.
He perished without publishing but having inspired his young companion Plato
(424/3-347 Bce) and other men known as Socratics to compose dialogues and
memoirs in which Socrates was featured. There were enough of these that Aristotle
was later to refer to such Socratic works as a literary genre (Poetics 1447b11). What
was it about democratic Athens in 399, its politics, religion, culture, laws, or courts —
or about Socrates, or his accusers, or their charges — that might help explain what has
appeared to so many as a great miscarriage of justice? In laying out some of the issues
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raised by Socrates’ trial and death, I will follow the five dialogues mentioned above in
relation to the legal thread through the events: summons, preliminary hearing, pretrial
examination, evidentiary and penalty phases of the trial, imprisonment, and execu-
tion (Harrison 1971; MacDowell 1978).

Anyone who reads the five dialogues, amidst the telling of Socrates’ final story,
encounters indestructible philosophy — argumentation concerning being, knowing,
and philosophical method.? So provocative and engaging are the extended philosophical
passages in the Theaetetus and Phaedo that anyone inquiring into Socrates’ trial and
execution must make a conscious effort not to be distracted by brilliant arguments,
not to be seduced away from the narrative line of Socrates’ last days. That this should
be so is Plato’s ultimate defense of the philosopher, his highest tribute to Socrates and
to the very idea of what it is to live the life of a philosopher: one’s circumstances, no
matter how dire, are never more than a backdrop for the conduct of philosophy.

Meletus’ Summons and the Political Background

Several things had already happened when Socrates, the summons in his hand, greeted
Theodorus in the spring of 399 (Theaetetus 143d1-2), and it is best to set them out in
order.

Meletus of Pithus was Socrates’ chief accuser. He was the son of a poet also named
Meletus, but was himself “young and unknown” (Euthyphro 2b8).> To charge Socrates,
a fellow-citizen, Meletus was obliged to summon him to appear at a preliminary hear-
ing before the relevant magistrate, namely, the king-archon (archon basileus), who had
jurisdiction over both homicide and impiety. This Meletus did by composing a speech
or document that stated the complaint and demanded that the defendant, Socrates,
appear on a specified day. It was not necessary to put the summons in writing, or for
the king-archon to agree in advance about the date of appearance, but at least four
days had to be granted between the notification and the hearing.

Athenian public prosecutors, selected by lot and paid a drachma per day, had only
narrow functions, so, when Meletus made his accusation, he became both plaintiff and
prosecutor in Socrates’ case. The summons had to be served on Socrates personally
and preferably in public: active participation in Athens’ extensive religious life was a
civic obligation, thus to prosecute impiety was to act in the public interest. Any citizen
could serve and, though it was not obligatory, could add his name to Meletus’ docu-
ment, if Meletus put his complaint in writing (as Apology 19b3—c1 implies he did). If a
defendant could not be located, it may have been permissible to announce the sum-
mons in front of his house (as allowed some decades later); but the sanctity of Socrates’
house could not be violated for that purpose. One or two witnesses accompanied Meletus
in his search for Socrates, men who would later swear that the summons had been
properly delivered. These may have been the two men who would be Meletus’ advocates
(syn*goroi) in the trial, Anytus of Euonymon, and Lycon of Thoricus, men of very
different dispositions.*

Anytus was rich, having inherited a tanning factory from his self-made and admirable
father (Meno 90a). Plato emphasizes his hatred of sophists at Meno 90b, 91¢, and 92e.
He was elected general by his tribe, and in 409 tried but failed because of storms to
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retake Pylos from the Spartans. Prosecuted for this failure, he escaped punishment
by devising a new method of bribery for use with large juries that was later given the
name dekazein and made a capital crime. In 404, he supported the government of
the Thirty, but it soon banished him, whereupon he became a general for the exiled
democrats (though his protection of an informer to the Thirty cast doubts on his
loyalties). When the democracy was restored in 403, he became one of its leaders.
Anytus served as a character witness in another of the impiety trials of 399, Andocides’.
Xenophon calls Anytus’ son a drunkard (Xenophon, Apology 31.1-4).

Lycon is known to us through an extended and sympathetic portrayal by Xenophon
(in Symposium) who depicts him as the doting father of a devoted son, Autolycus, a
victorious pancratist in 422 who was later executed by the Thirty. Lycon was a
man of Socrates’ generation who had become a democratic leader after the fall of
the oligarchy of 411. In comedies, his foreign wife and his son are accused along with
him of living extravagantly and beyond their means; he is accused with his son of
drunkenness; but he alone is accused of treachery, betraying Naupactus to the Spartans
in 405.

It is sometimes said that political animosity lay behind the impiety charges against
Socrates, both because some of the men he was rumored to have corrupted were
political leaders; and because, it has been claimed, he could not legally be charged with
the political crime of subverting democracy (Stone 1988; cf. Burnyeat 1988). Although
the labels “democracy” and “oligarchy” are ubiquitous, politics in Athens in the late
fifth century resists reduction to a simple clash between broad-franchise democrats
and narrow-franchise oligarchs for several reasons: many central figures changed sides,
sometimes repeatedly; the oligarchies themselves varied in number (the 400, the 5000,
the 30); clan and family interests as well as individual loyalties often cut across affili-
ation. During the long Peloponnesian War, from 431, Athens remained a democracy
except for a brief period in 411. After a decisive Spartan victory in 404, however,
the Assembly (ekklesia) elected 30 men, three per tribe, to return the city to her
predemocratic ancestral constitution. The Thirty quickly consolidated their power and
wealth through executions and confiscations, driving supporters of the democracy
into exile. After about 8 months of tyranny, in 403, the exiles retook the city in a
bloody civil war, later driving the leaders of the Thirty and their supporters to Eleusis.
An amnesty was negotiated with Spartan help that separated the two sides and made
it illegal from 402 to bring charges against anyone on either side for crimes committed
during the rule of the Thirty. Suspecting that the former oligarchs were hiring mer-
cenaries, the democrats raided Eleusis in the early spring of 401 and Kkilled all who
were left. In the courts, from 400, the amnesty was observed for criminal charges, but
residual hostility continued, and it was common to attack one’s opponent for remain-
ing in the city instead of joining the democrats in exile, as had Socrates’ childhood
friend Chaerephon (Apology 20e8—21a2). Socrates did remain in the city, but he
opposed the Thirty — as his record shows — and there is no evidence that there was an
underlying political motive in Socrates’ case.

Upon receipt of the summons, to resume the narrative, Socrates enjoyed a citizen’s
right not to appear at the preliminary hearing, though Meletus’ suit would then pro-
ceed uncontested to the pretrial examination stage. Even if charged with a murder,
short of parricide, a citizen also had the right to voluntary exile from Athens, as the
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personified laws remind Socrates (Crito 52¢3—6). Socrates exercised neither of those
rights. Rather, he set out to enter a plea before the king-archon and stopped at a
gymnasium on his way.

The Theaetetus: Trial and Death in Prospect

The Theaetetus, replete with references to Socrates’ impending trial and execution,’
opens the five-dialogue exploration of what it is to lead the examined life of a philoso-
pher. Philosophy begins in wonder (Theaetetus 155d3) with the study of mathematical
patterns, and, in Socrates’ case, ends — if it ends — with his death as presented in the
Phaedo. Although the Theaetetus stands first in Plato’s narrative, it is rarely read in
that context because of its overwhelming philosophical importance in distinguishing
perceptions and true beliefs from knowledge.® Yet the Athenians’ failure to make pre-
cisely these distinctions is crucial to what happened in 399. Why the polis executed
Socrates comes starkly into focus four times in the dialogue, showing that — however
well-intentioned — the Athenians mistook their friend for their enemy and killed him.

The first is a famous passage (Theaetetus 148e—151d) in which Socrates likens him-
self to his mother, Phaenarete, for both are midwives, she of bodies, he of minds. As
she is beyond child-bearing age, he is beyond wisdom-bearing age. As she runs the
risk of being confused with unjust and unscientific procurers when she practices
her art, he runs the risk of being confused with sophists when he practices his (cf.
164c—d). Through Socrates’ maieutic art, others “have themselves discovered many
admirable things in themselves, and given birth to them” (150d6—8).” He admits he is
considered strange and has a reputation for questioning others and making them
suffer birth pains without proffering his own views; some men want to bite him when
he disabuses them of the silliness they believe. As he draws the midwifery comparison,
Socrates presages what he will later say in court: that his mission is compelled by the
god; that he has a personal daimonion or spiritual monitor,® which here sometimes
forbids his association with youths who return to him after choosing bad company;
and that no god can wish evil to man — the denial of which serves as an example of
“silliness.” The gods acknowledged by the polis were those of the poets, gods who
often wished, and even caused, evil; but Socrates acknowledged no such gods. Plato
makes it easy to imagine Socrates playing into the hands of his accusers, for Socrates
volunteers examples of youths whose corruption he could not prevent and says Homer’s
gods Oceanus and Tethys are really flux and motion (152e7-8, cf. 180d), that Homer's
golden chain is the sun (153¢c9-d1).

A second perspective arises out of the discussion of Protagorean relativism. If know-
ledge is perception, then every juryman is “no worse in point of wisdom than anyone
whatever, man or even god” (162c2-5; cf. majority opinion, 171a). Protagoras, im-
personated by Socrates, says:

about matters that concern the state, too — things which are admirable or dishonorable,
just or unjust, in conformity with religion or not — it will hold that whatever sort of thing
any state thinks to be, and lays down as, lawful for itself actually is, in strict truth, lawful
for it (Theaetetus 172al1-b5; cf. 167c—d, 177c—d, Protagoras 320d-328d);
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from which it follows that if Athens thinks it is just, then it is just for the city that it
execute Socrates. But it is another matter entirely, Socrates objects, when one considers
justice not judicially but legislatively, i.e., considers what laws ought to be enacted in
the interest of the polis — for a polis can judge its own good incorrectly.

whatever word it [the state]| applies to it [the good], that's surely what a state aims at
when it legislates, and it lays down all its laws, to the best of its ability and judgment, as
being most useful for itself (Theaetetus 177e4—6; cf. 179a),

says Socrates. However, one state’s decision may approximate the truth, actual justice,
less well than another’s, and the counselor-gadfly of one polis may be wiser than that
of another (cf. 177d). The implication is that Socrates’ execution could be legalistically
just yet unjust in itself, unjust by nature, thereby raising two further issues pursued in
the Apology and in the Crito: whether a citizen must obey an unjust law, and whether
punishment is justifiable. If a polis unwillingly does wrong, it deserves instruction, not
punishment — as Socrates replies to his Athenian jury (Apology 26a).

The third is the central section, well known as the philosophical digression (Theaetetus
172c-177c) comparing the practical man and the philosopher, corresponding to “two
patterns set up in that which is.”® The description of the philosopher shows why the
polis would condemn him. In Athens, philosophers are completely misunderstood;
they “look ridiculous when they go into the law courts” (172c4-6), and worse. The
philosopher’s inexperience in court is mistaken for stupidity, his inability to discredit
others personally is ridiculed, his genuine amusement is taken for silliness; he thinks
of rulers as livestock keepers, fails to value property, wealth, or noble ancestry; he is
arrogant, ignorant, and incompetent (174c—175Db). If such a man should violate the
law as well, wouldn't it be right to kill him? Two further opinions Socrates expresses
about the philosopher of the digression will feature in the undoing of Socrates himself: he
studies natural science (173e—174a), and his gods are not those of the city (176b—c).
For such a godlike man, “the fact is that it’s only his body that’s in the state, here on a
visit” (173e2-5); he “ought to try to escape from here to there as quickly” as he can
(176a8-b1).

Fourth and finally, while discussing whether knowledge is true judgment, Socrates
asks Theaetetus whether a jury has knowledge when it has been persuaded to a true
judgment by an orator or a skilled litigant (201a—c) — reflecting exactly Socrates’
situation with his own jury. By the strict letter of the law, Socrates is guilty of not
believing in the vengeful Olympian gods of the Athenians and the poets, thus his jury
is persuaded to a true judgment by the orator Lycon and the skilled litigant Anytus, if
not by the feckless Meletus. But the result is legalistic justice, not justice itself; it reflects
a correct judgment, but not knowledge. As the digression puts it, the point is “to give
up asking ‘What injustice am I doing to you, or you to me?’ in favor of the investiga-
tion of justice and injustice themselves” (Theaetetus 175c1-2).

The Euthyphro and Piety

The Euthyphro, on the nature of piety, takes place just before Socrates enters his plea
before the king-archon. The diviner-priest, Euthyphro, a man in his mid-forties who
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will prove inept at grasping piety when Socrates questions him, nevertheless predicts
impending events well, fearing that Meletus will harm “the very heart of the city by
attempting to wrong” Socrates (3a7-8), and inferring that Socrates’ spiritual monitor
signals religious innovation “easily misrepresented to the crowd” (3b5-9). Socrates
replies by zeroing in on the crux: the Athenians would not mind his spiritual monitor
or his opinions if he were not imitated by the young (3¢7-d2; cf. 2c—d); the reason he
is a defendant, he says, is that he does not accept the poets’ stories about the gods’
wrongdoing, “and it is likely to be the reason why I shall be told I do wrong” (6a8-9).
Socrates leaves no doubt that the quarrelling gods Athenians accept are not the ones
he believes in: what he formulates as questions at 6b—c, he states unambiguously
elsewhere: “we can state the truth like this. A god is by no means and in no way
unjust, but as just as it’s possible to be” (Theaetetus 176b8—c1). For Socrates, the gods
agree perfectly in their goodness, justice, wisdom, etc., and could not come into con-
flict — something Euthyphro cannot accept.

But Socrates’ insistence that what the Athenians are most concerned about is how
the youths are affected introduces the topic of education that plays a role in the back-
ground. Athenian males of the propertied classes sought higher education in their late
teens. Since success in democratic public life was enhanced by the ability to influence
the citizenry in the Assembly and courts, many studied with rhetoricians to learn the
latest techniques of effective public speaking. In the latter fifth century, however, new
intellectual influences from abroad began making headway in Athens among the
young: sophists and natural scientists. The former could outdo the ordinary rhetori-
cians by teaching new ideas about what constitutes a good life or a good state, and
some of them taught logic-chopping and hair-splitting as well, to make “the worse into
the stronger cause” (Apology 19b5—c1), encouraging the young to get ahead without
regard for justice or even custom. Natural scientists too seemed a threat to social
order, giving naturalistic explanations for natural phenomena, and were lampooned
repeatedly in comedy. Over the years, as Athens suffered war, plague, loss of empire,
and defeat, its citizenry became increasingly alarmed that the new learning was some-
how to blame, and anti-intellectualism grew.

The Preliminary Hearing

Although the rough content of the summons is given by the conversation in the
Euthyphro, how Socrates would later that day answer the charge at his preliminary
hearing probably led to greater precision in the formulation of the charge itself. The
preliminary hearing designated the official receipt of the case (dike) by the king-archon
who, in office for one year, would later preside at the pretrial examination and the
trial. Meletus stated or handed over his complaint, and Socrates answered by entering
his plea. The king-archon was authorized to refuse Meletus’ case on technical proced-
ural grounds, to redirect it to an arbitrator, or to accept it. If Socrates took substantive
exception, challenged the admissibility of the charge in relation to existing law, he had
the right at this preliminary stage to file a countersuit ( paragraphe) that would have
been heard first — but he did not. In the case of an oral or improperly written com-
plaint, the king-archon rendered the charge in appropriate legal language, marking
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the official acceptance of the case, now an indictment in the modern sense. It was
then published on whitened tablets in the agora and a date was set for the pretrial
examination (anakrisis); from this point, word would have spread that old Socrates,
that big-mouth, hair-splitting, long-time target of the comic poets, had been charged
with impiety.

The indictment that we have — via Diogenes Laertius (2.40.3-7), who took it from
Favorinus (second century cE), who said he saw it in the public archive, the Metroon —
is so formulated that, taking both the Euthyphro passage and this one into account, a
secondary literature has grown up over exactly how many separate charges Socrates
faced:

This indictment [graphe] is brought on oath by Meletus, son of Meletus, of Pithus, against
Socrates, son of Sophroniscus, of Alopece: Socrates is guilty of not believing in the gods
the city believes in, and of introducing other divinities [daimonial; and he is guilty of
corrupting the young. The penalty assessed is death.

Athenian law forbade impiety, and that is the single law Socrates is charged with
breaking — in two ways (not believing . . ., introducing . . . ), with one result: corrup-
tion of the young.

Narrowly and legalistically, the prosecution faced some obstacles: base individuals
who could testify to Socrates’ direct influence would be suspect as witnesses; the up-
right citizens who would have been convincing witnesses, Socrates’ actual companions,
would testify only to his piety and propriety (Apology 33d—34b). But the prosecution
had the advantage that the charge of impiety was not limited to the period 403-399,
for it was not a political crime; Meletus, Anytus, and Lycon had only to persuade the
jury that Socrates had at some time in his long life been impious and, since some of
Socrates’ associates, whom he might be alleged to have corrupted, were already dead
— Critias, Charmides, Alcibiades, and others associated with the particularly notorious
sacrileges of 415 — the prosecution could cast aspersions without blatantly violating
the law against hearsay evidence.'° It is probably unwise to be too narrow or legalistic,
however, for juries could be swayed by innuendo and fallacious argument, swept along
by powerful orations. Besides, the king-archon’s acceptance of the case is prima facie
evidence that there was a case to be made.

The Pretrial Examination

The court fees normally assessed of a plaintiff at this point, to be reimbursed by the
defendant if found guilty, were waived in Meletus’ suit because impiety prosecutions
were “in the public interest.” Yet his action would not have been without risk: to
discourage frivolous suits, Athenian law imposed a heavy fine on plaintiffs who failed to
obtain at least one-fifth of the jury’s votes, as Socrates points out (Apology 36a7-b2).

Unlike closely timed jury trials, pretrial examinations were occasions for questions
to and by the litigants, including questions of one another, to make more precise the
legal issues of a case so a verdict of guilt or acquittal would be more straightforward.
It was no time for speeches. This procedure had become essential because of the
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susceptibility of juries to bribery and misrepresentation by speakers who deliberately
and often skillfully interpreted laws to their own advantage. Originally intended to be
a microcosm of the citizen body as a whole, juries were now manned by volunteers —
the old, disabled, and poor — who needed the meager pay of three obols, half the drachma
that an able-bodied man could earn for a day’s work (cf. Aristophanes, Wasps 291—
311). In 399, Athenian men age 30 or over were eligible to volunteer for jury service
at the beginning of the archon year, in midsummer. Six thousand were impaneled,
probably by lotteries for 600 from each tribe, to be deployed repeatedly in different
configurations to the various civil and criminal courts throughout the year. When
Socrates’ trial took place at the approach of midsummer, the jurors were experienced if
not jaded.

Also, unlike trials, the pretrial examinations could be adjourned and reconvened
repeatedly — when, for example, one of the principal parties needed to collect informa-
tion. If a litigant wished to delay proceedings for weeks or months, this was a rich
opportunity. Magistrates could also use the pretrial examination to compel a litigant
to reveal information. We do not know what went on at Socrates’ pretrial examina-
tion, though his complaints at Theaetetus 172e acknowledge some constraints.

The Trial and Socrates’ Defense: The Apology

Plato takes up the story again in the month of Thargelion (May—June) a month or
two after Meletus’ initial summons, when Socrates’ trial occurred. Onlookers gathered
along with the 500 or 501 jurors (Apology 25a)'" for a trial that probably lasted most
of the day, each side timed by the water clock. Plato does not provide Meletus’
prosecutorial speech or those of Anytus and Lycon; or the names of witnesses called,
if any (Apology 34a3—4 implies Meletus called none). Apology — the Greek “apologia”
means “defense” —is not edited as are the court speeches of orators. For example, there
are no indications in the Greek text after 35d8 and 38b9 that the two votes were
taken; and there are no breaks after 21a8 or 34b5 for witnesses, although Socrates
may in fact have called Chaerecrates or the seven named men. Also missing are speeches
by Socrates’ supporters; it is improbable that he had none, even if Plato does not
name them.

It is sometimes said that Socrates was the first person in the West to be convicted for
his beliefs — for a thought-crime or crime of conscience; and not believing in the gods
of the Athenians is exactly that. In classical Athens, however, religion was a matter of
public participation under law, regulated by a calendar of festivals in honor of a variety
of deities, with new ones introduced from time to time. The polis used its revenues to
maintain temples and shrines, and to finance festivals; it mandated consultation with
Apollo’s oracle at Delphi at times of important decisions or crises; generals conferred
with seers before deploying troops; and the lottery system for selecting public officials
left decisions to the gods. Prescribed dogma or articles of faith, however, were un-
known, so compliance was measured by behavior; and it is very unlikely, based on
extant Socratic works, that there would have been behavior to offer in evidence
of Socrates’ beliefs, e.g., neglecting sacrifices or prayers, for Socrates continues his
religious observance through his dying day. Moreover, unlike the case of the acquitted
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Anaxagoras a generation earlier (cf. Apology 26d6—e2), there were no writings to
present as evidence of unorthodox beliefs.

Socrates divides the accusations against him into old and new, addressed in that
order. He had a reputation fueled by several comic poets from about 429 that conflated
him with both natural scientists and sophists, often emphasizing his egregious effect
on the young:'* he “busies himself studying things in the sky and below the earth”
(Apology 19b5). The single case Socrates mentions explicitly in Apology is Aristophanes’
Clouds (produced in 423, revised in 418). As clear as it is with hindsight that the
character Socrates who introduces new gods, denies the old ones, and corrupts the
young in the play is a composite of several different sophists, natural scientists, and
philosophers (Dover 1968), the jury made no subtle distinctions. Besides, Aristophanes
had made fresh attacks in Birds (in 414) and Frogs (in 405), both times emphasizing
that the city's young men imitated Socrates. In the latter, the Socrates-imitators are
accused of attacking the poets. Socrates says himself that the young men question and
thereby anger their elders (Apology 23c2—d2). Though Socrates denies outright that
he is a natural scientist, his familiarity with their investigations and his own natural-
istic explanations make it no surprise that the jury could not tell the difference (e.g.,
Theaetetus 152e, 153c—d, 173e—174a; Phaedo 96a—100a). Those who had witnessed
Socrates in philosophical conversation (Apology 19d1-7), his respondents becoming
angry or confused, were not likely to have appreciated fine distinctions between philo-
sophical inquiry and sophistry. Socrates’ excuse for his strange behavior — the god
makes me do it (20e—23b) — appears from the crowd’s reaction only to have exacer-
bated their misunderstanding.

Turning to the new charges, Socrates easily defeats Meletus in argument, demon-
strating in turn that Meletus (1) has not thought deeply about the improvement and
corruption of the young, (2) should have sought to instruct Socrates privately before
hauling him into court, (3) confuses Socrates’ views with those of Anaxagoras, and
(4) holds incompatible theses: Socrates is an atheist; and Socrates introduces new
divinities. Yet the very exhibition of Socratic questioning, coupled with Socrates’ belit-
tling of Meletus (26e6-27a7) may have boomeranged. The jury, riled again, may
have found Socrates’ tactics indistinguishable from those of sophists: they saw, but
they did not understand. Socrates’ relentless honesty, easily mistaken for arrogance,
casts doubt on his every claim: he will do no wrong, even to avoid death; he is like
Achilles; he has risked death in battle; he does not fear death; he will never cease to do
philosophy, to examine himself and others, even for the promise of acquittal; he is
god’s greatest gift to the city; his accusers cannot harm him, and the jurors will harm
themselves if they kill him.

A defendant is wise to refute what he can, and Socrates does address some of the
evidence against him directly. (5) He admits he has had, since childhood, the spiritual
monitor that Meletus ridicules, but he defends it. He attributes to it his inability to
“yield to any man contrary to what is right, for fear of death, even if I should die at
once for not yielding” (32a6-7), and offers two instances of his defiant behavior in
proof of it: presiding (as prytanis) over the Council (boul*) in 406, he opposed the
Assembly’s unlawful denial of separate trials to six generals who were tried and
executed as a group. As a citizen under the lawfully elected but corrupt government
of the Thirty, he refused the order to seize a fellow citizen, a general allied with the
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democrats in exile.”* In both cases Socrates cites, crediting his spiritual monitor, the
Athenians had later come around to Socrates’ view. (6) He denies being anyone'’s
teacher, receiving a fee for conversing, teaching or promising to teach, and is thus
unwilling to answer for the conduct of others (33a-b). (7) The Athenian god Apollo
(“the god”), he says, ordered him to question wise guys — which the youths of Athens
enjoy (33c¢); and he says oracle-like that he believes in the gods “as none of my accusers
do” (35d7).

(8) Socrates three times takes up the charge that he corrupts the young, twice in the
same hypothetical way: “Either I do not corrupt the young or, if I do, it is unwillingly.”
If unwillingly, he says he should be instructed because “if I learn better, I shall cease
to do what I am doing unwillingly” (25e6—-26a4). Later: “if by saying this I corrupt
the young, this advice must be harmful, but if anyone says that I give different advice,
he is talking nonsense” (30b5-7). He also argues that many of his former and current
young companions are present with their guardians, but that none of them have
testified to his corrupting influence (33d-34b). Anytus had warned the jury that
Socrates should perhaps not have been brought to trial but, since he was, must be
executed or else the sons of the Athenians will “practice the teachings of Socrates and
all be thoroughly corrupted” (29¢3-5). Can this 70-year-old who insists he will con-
tinue to philosophize possibly yield to instruction? Socrates claims his advice is that
the soul is more important than the body or wealth (30a—b), but there has also been
testimony that he teaches the young to despise the gods of the city and to question
their elders disrespectfully. Even Socrates could not blame the jury for finding him
guilty, for it is mistaken about what is truly in the interest of the city (cf. Theaetetus
177d-e). So the gadfly is swatted. The verdict is guilty, and the trial passes into the
penalty phase.

Socrates blames one of Athens’ laws:

If it were the law with us, as it is elsewhere, that a trial for life should not last one but
many days, you would be convinced, but now it is not easy to dispel great slanders in a
short time. (Apology 37a7-b2)

This isolated complaint in the Apology is supported by the running criticism of the
court in the Theacetetus noted earlier, e.g., “is what's true to be determined by the length
or shortness of a period of time?” (158d11-12; cf. Gorgias 455a). And it stands opposed
to the remark of the personified laws that Socrates was “wronged not by us, the laws,
but by men” (Crito 54c1).

Socrates goes on to describe himself as the city’'s benefactor; to maintain that he
mistreats no one and thus deserves a reward, not punishment; to insist that he cannot
and must not stop philosophizing, for “the unexamined life is not worth living” (Apology
38a5—6) — confirmation to some that incorrigible Socrates opposes the will of the city.
In a last-minute capitulation to his friends, he offers to allow them to pay a fine of
30 minae, six times his net worth. He is sentenced to death and reflects that it may be
a blessing: either a dreamless sleep, or an opportunity to converse in the underworld.

Socrates’ trial was no evil conspiracy against an innocent, but something more
profound and at the same time more tragic — a catastrophic mistake, a misunderstand-
ing that could not be reconciled in the time allowed by the law.
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The Crito and Socrates’ Refusal to Escape

The day before Socrates’ trial begun, the Athenians launched a ship to Delos, dedicated
to Apollo and commemorating Theseus’ legendary victory over the Minotaur (Phaedo
58a-b). During this annual event, Athenian law demanded exceptional purity, so no
executions were allowed. Although the duration of the voyage varied with conditions,
Xenophon says it took 31 days in 399 (Memorabilia 4.8.2); if correct, Socrates lived
30 days beyond his trial, into the month of Skirophorion (June—July 399). A day or
two before the end, Socrates’ childhood friend Crito — sleepless, distraught, depressed —
visits Socrates in the prison, armed with arguments for why Socrates should escape
before it is too late. Socrates replies that he “listens to nothing . . . but the argument
that on reflection seems best” (Crito 46b4—6), whereupon a reflective conversation
begins.

Socrates’ argument that he must not escape is a continuation of his refrain from the
Apology (28b, 29b, 32a, 32b, 37a, 37b) that he never willingly does wrong (Crito
49b—d). The principle is absolute. Wrongdoing, mistreating people, and injustice are
the same, “in every way harmful and shameful to the wrongdoer” (49b5), never to be
inflicted, not even in return for wrongdoing suffered (cf. Theaetetus 173a8), not even
under threat of death (cf. Apology 32a), not even for one’s family (Crito 54b3—4).
Clearly Socrates cannot be morally consistent and inflict harm on Athens in return for
harm endured, as Crito would prefer (50c1-3). Note, however, that although one
should keep one’s agreements (49e6—8) — one’s social contract as it were — one cannot
always keep all one’s agreements at the same time. Socrates is right not to equate
injustice with lawbreaking. We have already seen that (a) cities legislate their good to
the best of their ability, but can be mistaken about what is in their interest, con-
sequently establishing unjust laws; (b) Athens’ law against impiety, insofar as it required
acceptance of the quarreling, wrongdoing gods of the poets, was an unjust law;
(c) orders from lawful governments to commit wrongdoing are not binding because
they are unjust; and (d) Athens’ one-day limit on all trials was an unjust law. Socrates
had already found it necessary to violate the law of (b) when it conflicted with both his
spiritual monitor and reason, and to disobey an order of type (c) when following it
would have harmed someone else. Nevertheless, Socrates says he would be mistreat-
ing Athens to escape and must therefore remain in prison (49e9-50a3). To under-
stand why that is so, we should take into account the argument of the Theaetetus and
the Apology that (e) the correct response to unwilling wrongdoing is not punishment
but wise counsel, instruction — the positive corollary to the negative principle of do-no-
harm. When the laws tell Socrates to persuade or obey them (Crito 51b9—c1), they give
a nod to this principle. Like keeping agreements, however, persuasion is not always
possible and is thus subordinate to do-no-harm.

One might say Socrates should have attempted to persuade the Thirty, and perhaps
he did, but that situation differed importantly: undermining a corrupt government by
refusing to harm a good man was unlawful, but it was not unjust. In the present case,
having already said that death may be a blessing, Socrates cannot point to a harm
that would outweigh the harm he would be inflicting on the city if he now exiled
himself unlawfully when he could earlier have left lawfully (52¢3—6). In this case, the
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laws are right to say that if Socrates destroys them, he will manifestly confirm the
jury’s judgment that he is a corrupter of the young (53b7-c3).

The impiety law Socrates violated is interesting in a different way. Whereas one
can destroy laws by undermining them, one cannot persuade laws; one must rather
persuade men. And that presents an insurmountable obstacle: in 410, a commission
was established to inscribe all the laws, the Athenian Constitution, in stone on the
walls of the king-archon’s court. Just as the task was completed in 404, a series of
calamities — Athens’ defeat by Sparta, the establishment of the Thirty, then bitter civil
war — persuaded the citizens that, however useful it was to have the newly inscribed
laws readily available, those laws themselves had failed to prevent disastrous decisions
over a generation of war in which the empire had been lost. When the democracy was
restored in 403, a Board of Legislators (nomothetai) was instituted to write additional
laws, assisted by the Council. A new legal era was proclaimed from the year 403/2,
Tonic lettering replaced Attic for inscriptions, and a public archive was established so
laws written on papyrus could be consulted and cited. From that year, only laws
inscribed from 410 to 404, or from 403 at the behest of the new legislators, were
valid; an official religious calendar was adopted and inscribed; and decrees of the
Assembly and Council could no longer override laws (such as had enabled the six
generals to be tried as a group over Socrates’ objections).

However useful the reforms were, the Board was not a public institution seeking
advice or holding hearings. Furthermore, it was a crime for anyone else even to pro-
pose a law or decree in conflict with the inscribed laws. Still, Socrates did what he
could: he never shrank from discussing whether the gods were capable of evil and
conflict. It is anachronistic to use the phrase “academic freedom” of the era before
Plato had established the Academy, but what is denoted by the phrase owes its
authority to Socrates’ steadfast principle of following nothing but the argument that
on reflection seemed best to him.

The Execution of Socrates in the Phaedo

Plato sets the final conversation and execution of Socrates in a metaphysically specu-
lative, Pythagorean dialogue where intricately intertwined arguments, mythology,
and Socratic biography have roles to play. The Phaedo is Plato’s most dualistic dialogue,
exploring the soul’s troubled relationship with the body; and it is the only dialogue in
which Plato’s absence is explicitly remarked (59b10). What in the Theaetetus is Socrates’
down-to-earth maieutic method, is in the Phaedo the soul’s recollection of transcendent
Forms. What in the Theaetetus is the philosopher’s escape from the earthly mix of good
and bad, is in Phaedo the soul’s escape from the body.

Phaedo is, by custom, the dialogue most concerned with what it is to be a philo-
sopher and to lead the life of philosophy — though in more rarefied air than when the
rough Socrates practices his questioning techniques on anyone willing to be engaged
by him. It is perhaps closer to the truth to say that the dialogue is about dying in
philosophy, for the recurring image is of the soul’s purification and final flight from
the imprisoning body that distracts it with pleasures and pains, needs and desires,
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throughout life. Phaedo tells the Pythagorean community at Phlius that — while
Socrates’ companions felt “an unaccustomed mixture of pleasure and pain at the
same time . ..sometimes laughing, then weeping”'* — the philosopher himself, on
his last day of life, “appeared happy both in manner and words as he died nobly
and without fear” (58e3—4), a proem sustained in the conversations about the soul
that follow.

Without ever claiming certainty, and sometimes flatly denying he has it, Socrates
wants to put his argument before his “judges,” his friends: one who has spent a life-
time doing philosophy should face death cheerfully. He says, “other people do not
realize that the one aim of those who practice philosophy in the proper manner is
to practice for dying and death” (64a4—6) — which raises a laugh and Simmias’ joke
that people think “true philosophers are nearly dead” (64b4-6; cf. 65d, 80e). But
the seriousness of the day’s talk is plain when Simmias and Cebes have delivered
themselves of arguments against the immortality of the soul, depressing everyone.
Socrates rallies:

If you take my advice, you will give but little thought to Socrates but much more to the
truth. If you think that what I say is true, agree with me; if not, oppose it with every
argument and take care that in my eagerness I do not deceive myself and you and, like a
bee, leave my sting in you when I go. (Phaedo 91b8—c5)

Philosophical argument resumes. Near the end, Socrates breaks into a long story of
the afterlife that “no sensible man would insist” were true, but where “Those who
have purified themselves sufficiently by philosophy live in the future altogether with-
out a body” (114c2-6).

In sharp contrast, realism dominates the opening and closing scenes in the prison.
In the morning, Socrates visits with Xanthippe and their baby, and rubs his ankle
where the bonds have been removed, speaking of pleasure and pain; the Eleven, prison
officials chosen by lot, are already gone (59e—-60b). Now, sometime in the afternoon
and with the philosophical conversation ended, attention focuses again on the body.
Socrates has no interest in whether his corpse is burned or buried, he says, but he
wants to take a bath to save the women of his household from having to wash the
corpse, then he meets with his family before rejoining his companions. The servant of
the Eleven, a public slave, bids Socrates farewell by calling him “the noblest, the gen-
tlest, and the best” (116¢5—6), but cannot forbear weeping. The poisoner describes the
physical effects of the poison, the Conium maculatum variety of hemlock (Bloch 2002).
Socrates cheerfully takes the cup, “without a tremor or any change of feature or color”
(117b3-5), and drinks. The emotions that have been threatening Socrates’ compan-
ions now erupt violently — and are immediately checked by Socrates’ shaming, “keep
quiet and control yourselves” (117e2). The poison begins to work, and the poisoner
follows its numbing progress from the feet to the belly — touching, testing, pressing
Socrates’ body. Socrates makes a last request of Crito. Presently, his body gives a jerk,
after which his eyes are fixed. Crito closes them. Phaedo, the former slave, echoes the
servant of the Eleven, ending the dialogue with an epithet for Socrates, “the best,
... the wisest and the most upright” (118a16-17).
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Notes

Xenophon is often cited, though he was not in Athens at the time: see discussions in Stone
(1988), Brickhouse and Smith (1989: §§ 1-2), and McPherran (1996: passim); later ac-
counts, mostly fragmentary, tell how Socrates was viewed in later centuries (see Brickhouse
and Smith 2002, cited in Bloch).

Cf. allusions at, e.g., Sophist 216a—d, and Statesman 299b—300e, set dramatically when
the indicted Socrates was at liberty pending trial.

Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, and Phaedo translated by G. M. A. Grube, revised by John Cooper.
Anytus appears in the works of 11 different contemporaneous authors (Nails 2002:
37-38), Lycon in 6 (Nails 2002: 188-89).

Litigation is a topic (172a—173b, 173c—d, 174c, 178e, 201a—c); but there are additional
allusions to legal proceedings: (a) the ad hoc adoption of legalistic language (145c, 170d,
171d, 175d, 176d—e, 179b—c); (b) reminders about the time required by philosophy and
limited by litigation (154e, 158d, 172c—e, 187d, 201a-b; cf. Apology 24a, 37b). Moreover,
there are thematic ties to Phaedo (Theaetetus 144e—145a, 145c—d, 154c, 173e—174a,
176a-b, 205c¢).

By discussing Theaetetus in dramatic order, I make no claims about when it was written,
though I reject the so-called developmental hypothesis that Plato’s views evolved in some
linear way: Plato tendered positions tentatively, leaving them open for revision, and re-
turned to them repeatedly to address material for various purposes (Nails 1995: 219-31).
Theaetetus translated by John McDowell.

See Republic 49 6¢4 (cf. 509c¢1), Phaedrus 242b9, Euthydemus 272e4, Euthyphro 3b5, Apology
31d1, 40a4, 41d6, and Theaetetus 151a4.

Thesleff (1967: 57-61) surveys three types of central section, arguing that Plato, like
Pindar et al., occasionally sets a visionary speech at the center of a dialogue, e.g., the
divided line passage in Republic. Blondell's (2002: 289-303) account of the digression
notes the special role of the central section and cites more recent bibliography. The passage
here shows, by the way, why Socrates would fit more comfortably in the primitive com-
munal society of Republic 2 (369b—372d) than in even a purged Athens, though it is the
latter that he loves (Theaetetus 143d).

Critias was a leader of the Thirty; Charmides was a member of the Piraeus Ten in the same
period. The mutilation of herms and profanation of the mysteries is treated in Nails (2002:
17-20; s.v.v.); contemporaneous ancient sources are Thucydides 6.27-29, 6.53, 6.60—1;
Andocides 1.11-1.70; inscriptions on stelae from the Eleusinium in Athens (Inscriptiones
Graecae 1 421-430); and Xenophon, Hellenica 1.4.13-21. Plutarch, Alcibiades 18-22; and
Diodorus Siculus 13.2.2-4, 13.5.1-4, 13.69.2—3 may have used contemporaneous sources,
no longer extant, in their much later accounts.

The round number 500 continues to appear in contemporaneous accounts long after we
know 501 were employed to avoid ties.

See Nails (2002: 266-7) for Aristophanes, Clouds; Birds 1280-3, 1553, Frogs 1491-9
et al.; and for fragments of Callias’ Pedetae, Teleclides, Amipsias’ Connus, and Eupolis.

A more complete account appears in Nails (2002: 79-82), citing Xenophon, Hellenica
1.7.8-35; Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 13.98-103; and contemporary sources;
cf. pseudo-Aristotle, Athenian Polity 34.1. The election and rule of the Thirty, with numerous
ancient and contemporary sources, is at Nails (2002: 111-13). Leon of Salamis has an
entry at Nails (2002: 185-6) with reference to Thucydides 5 and 8, passim; Xenophon,
Hellenica 1 and 2, passim, especially 2.3.39-41; Andocides 1.94; Lysias 10, 13.44; Plato,
Letter 7.324e-325a, and Apology 32c—d; and contemporary sources.
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14 59a4-9. Considerable information about these companions is known. Of some 23 persons,
only 2 are attested in the liturgical class, 5 or fewer are Athenian men under 30. There are
3 slaves and a (foreign) former slave, the illegitimate son of a rich man, 2 to 3 women,
3 children, and 6 foreigners, 1 of whom seems to have been wealthy (Nails 2002: xxxix;
s.v.v.). The prison cell, which could not have held them all at once, has been unearthed
(Camp 1992: 113-16).
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Socrates and Euripides

CHRISTIAN WILDBERG

The Question and its Problems

Euripides (c. 485—406 BCcE) was in his late twenties or early thirties when he first
received a chorus and competed in the Great Festival of Dionysus. Socrates (469—
399 BcE) was then, in the year 455, a mere boy of 14. Both were children of the genera-
tion of Athenians that had triumphed over the Persians at Marathon and Salamis. In
406, when Sophocles publicly mourned the death of his great rival, Socrates had still
some seven years to live. By that time, the sociopolitical unity that had nourished and
sustained Athens for most of the century had all but disintegrated; in the Frogs, written
shortly after the death of Euripides and performed in 405, Aristophanes grapples in his
own idiosyncratic way with the cultural disarray that had seized the city. Throughout
his comedies, caricatures of both Socrates and Euripides feature prominently (though
the two never appear together in the same play), and already in their lifetimes, as we
shall see, these twin icons of the avant-garde of fifth-century Athens were closely
associated with one another. Like the two different but complementary sides of a coin,
the one symbolized a new and particularly obnoxious kind of eccentricity while the
other was thought to sacrifice the traditional nomenclature of tragic drama to the
aberrations of modern taste.

What, if any, was the actual relationship between Socrates and Euripides? Or rather,
what can one possibly say about this supposed relationship without leaving behind
more or less solid historical ground? Not a whole lot, it would seem. To be sure, it
would be possible, and on obvious grounds quite reasonable, to reconfigure the ques-
tion and to treat the subject matter before us on a purely literary level, mulling over
the meaning and function of apparently Socratic motifs in Euripides’ tragedies or the
use of Euripidean lines in the narrative of a Socratic dialogue written by Plato. From a
methodological standpoint, this would be a perfectly safe and perhaps even fruitful
inquiry.! And to some extent the present argument will have to resort to precisely
such an approach. But questions such as how Euripidean and Socratic motifs play out
on a literary level cannot be our sole focus; the question reaches deeper and is, in
consequence, much more difficult to answer. It goes deeper because it aims at the
character of a particular historical relationship between two highly controversial intel-
lectuals in fifth-century Athens. And it is much more difficult because neither Socrates
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nor Euripides, nor anyone else for that matter, provided us with any hard biographical
evidence concerning the private or professional lives of these two men. Euripides is
permanently veiled behind his tragedies as their implied “author,” and we are familiar
with Socrates, if at all, only as a character in the philosophical “plays” of Plato — or as
someone the Athenian general Xenophon remembered fondly. Needless to say, what
Plato put into the mouth of Socrates decades after the latter’s death may or (more
likely) may not have anything to do with the historical Socrates, and what Euripides
put into the mouth of any one of the characters may or (more likely) may not have
anything to do with his own sentiments and beliefs. The same of course goes for
Xenophon. Even if these literary productions contain the occasional historical nugget,
the fact is that we have to admit, frustratingly, that we possess no good way of telling
fact from fiction. And so, how can one ever hope to reconstruct a historical relation-
ship that may (or may not) have occurred 24 centuries ago between two persons of
whom we have absolutely no direct and reliable evidence?

The situation is not entirely hopeless, for even if we do not have any direct
evidence of either historical person, it may still be the case that we have reasonably
good evidence of the fact, intensity, and character of the intellectual bonds that con-
stituted their relationship. And I believe that there is indeed, though admittedly
scant, evidence of this kind, which I shall try to present and explore in the following
pages.

But before this can be done, another formidable difficulty deserves to be mentioned,
a difficulty that has more to do with us than with historical evidence, or lack thereof.
For a modern interpreter, it is almost impossible to approach the question of “Socrates
and Euripides” without considerable prejudice. In 1872, Friedrich Nietzsche placed a
startling analysis of the relationship between Socrates and Euripides at the center of
his provocative and extremely influential pamphlet The Birth of Tragedy. Bluntly put, it
was Socrates’ fault, according to Nietzsche, that Euripides’ plays are so bad as trag-
edies. More than that, Socrates was to blame for the momentous cultural fact that the
very genre of Attic tragic drama ceased to exist. Tragedy died at the hands of Socrates;
Euripides was his henchman.?

Nietzsche’s argument is shot through with seductive rhetoric and psychological
speculation, and is moreover far from clear in every detail. To summarize his view
briefly, Nietzsche contends that the “Kunstwerk” we refer to as “Attic drama” must be
understood as the result of two competing impulses that shaped Greek artistic fecund-
ity, one being the aesthetic drive towards measured and beautiful representation (the
“Apollonian,” as Nietzsche called it), the other impulse arising from the disturbing
realization that human existence adds up to intolerable suffering; this impulse tends to
express itself in the performance and experience of ecstatic music and dance (the
“Dionysian”). Whereas the Dionysian moment acknowledges and somehow celebrates
the terrifying abyss that threatens to devour human existence at any moment, the
Apollonian artfully veils it in order to make life tolerable through the illusion of order
and beauty. Attic drama, properly understood, originates, according to Nietzsche, from
the pairing of just these two antagonistic and yet closely related moments; the power-
fully disturbing beauty of tragedy arises precisely because the Apollonian scenes and
images of the actions it depicts are painted on the baneful Dionysian abyss the chorus
represents as their canvas.
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Along came Socrates, and with him an entirely new perspective of the world. Socrates
— rationalist, moralist, and optimist as he was — leads a life in denial of the Dionysian
sentiment. For him, the abyss does not exist; the world is good, the gods are good,
moral goodness is the key to happiness, and it can be found and secured by argument
and reason. This optimism, Nietzsche declares, spelled the death of tragic drama; the
genre withered away under the pen of no other than Euripides who wholeheartedly
adopted Socratean rationalism, forging it into what Nietzsche calls an “aesthetic
Socratism.” If it was Socrates’ maxim to equate goodness with rationality, Euripides’
oeuvre espouses the (false) equation of rationality and beauty: only the consciously
rational is beautiful. Euripides’ tragedies are so shot through with clever rhetoric and
dialectic, psychological insight, and ratiocinations that they ceased to be tragedies:
they have already, according to Nietzsche, degenerated into the decadent genre of
bourgeois stage-plays.

There is something that strikes one immediately as right about Nietzsche’s dazzling
analysis; one cannot help but admire the instinct that allowed Nietzsche to see the
faultlines of cultural and ideological incompatibilities. To be sure, a person who firmly
believes in reason and goodness and cheerfully downs the hemlock no longer lives in a
tragic universe. The powerful rationality that guided Socrates’ spirit transgressed the
boundaries of the heroic world that typically frames Attic drama. A play that endears
itself too much to the optimistic promises of reason must necessarily undermine the
pessimistic trait that characterizes all tragedy. Still, what disturbs is Nietzsche’s sweep-
ing claim that makes the last great Attic tragedian the hangman of the genre, reduc-
ing him to little more than a tool of Socrates. Anyone who discusses the problem of
Socrates and Euripides will want to avoid the Scylla of succumbing too readily to the
prejudice Nietzsche tries to induce in his readers; but likewise, one should steer clear of
the Charybdis of dismissing Nietzsche out of hand in a misguided attempt to defend
Euripides against the charge. As if he needed defending.

Facts and Evidence

Everyone is entitled to their own opinion and interpretation, including Nietzsche, but
not to their own facts. We must therefore turn to the facts and evidence that speak,
directly or indirectly, to the relationship between Socrates and Euripides. First, a look
at the broader picture.

The institution of the theater was undoubtedly of central cultural and intellectual
concern in fifth-century Athens; the best minds competed for fame and glory in this
genre, year after year facing a frightfully discerning and judgmental audience. Since
we can claim with a great deal of confidence that Socrates was deeply influenced,
in one way or another, by all kinds of contemporary intellectual currents like the
sophists or more ponderous philosophical figures such as Anaxagoras, it seems a good
wager to suppose that the culture of tragic discourse, with its representation of the
human condition and the moral concerns it raises, might have been, to some extent
at least, formative of Socrates’ own thinking. It is furthermore reasonable to single
out Euripides as presumably the most important figure in this regard, more so than,
say, Aeschylus or Sophocles. There are not only the bare biographical facts that link
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Socrates to Euripides in a privileged way: that they were approximately of the same
age, that they lived in the same city in the most glorious time of her existence, witness-
ing both the delirium of her triumphs and the tremors of her decline. More import-
antly, both were prominent, even notorious, “public intellectuals”; one might call the
one, as he has been, a philosophical tragedian,’ the other, in view of his martyrdom
for philosophy, a tragic philosopher, although presumably neither of them would have
agreed to their respective labels. Much more than a figure like Sophocles, Euripides
and Socrates were attuned to the culture of lively intellectual exchange that was shaped
in the fifth century by the popularizing exploits of the sophists; both were heavily
invested in that culture, with lives and livelihoods firmly rooted in the public sphere of
ancient Athens, which they addressed for decade after decade in different contexts
without ever leaving the city for any length of time. Only at the end of their lives does
the one do what was strongly suggested to the other, to withdraw for good and to
spend old age on foreign soil. In 408 or 407, a couple of years before his death, Euripides
goes to Thessaly and then on to the court of Archelaus, King of Macedon, where he
writes his last powerful tragedies. Socrates knew that his type of moral exhortation
could not be expatriated in any easy way. It took him little trouble to persuade his
friends that escaping from prison would not only be unreasonable and unjust, but also
spell the end of his philosophic life.* During the roughly five decades they spent their
active lives together in Athens, all the external parameters were firmly in place for a
lively intellectual exchange just waiting to happen. Nietzsche was surely right in this
general regard.

In the light of all these biographical parallels it is plausible to suppose that Euripides
and Socrates knew of each other’s intellectual commitments. It is safe to presume that
Socrates saw the productions of Euripides performed on stage, either in Athens or the
many smaller theaters that adorned the Attic town and villages. We do not even need
to invoke the many ancient anecdotes that attest to this fact: according to Aelian,
Socrates made a point of going to the theater only when Euripides competed.® Other
anecdotes suggest that on those occasions he did not simply comport himself as a
spectator who is content to be entertained; Socrates gets involved, as if the words
spoken on stage were somehow addressed to him. According to Cicero, he called for an
encore of particular lines,® using the very theater to make a spectacle of himself. In
keeping with this anecdote a story of Diogenes relates: Socrates gets up and leaves the
theater during the performance of the Auge because he disagrees with the content of a
particular line.” One imagines large swaths of spectators momentarily turning their
heads: a grim moment in the career of Euripides?

Even if the anecdotes just related are purely fictitious, it seems hard to imagine that
the novelty and intensity of Euripides’ plays would have not provoked a response from
Socrates. And if that is true, it becomes even harder to imagine that Socrates’ reaction
to Euripides, whatever it may have been in and outside the theater, did not in some
way rebound to affect the playwright. Perhaps this give and take of opinions happened
quite naturally and casually: in another suggestive anecdote we encounter Socrates
and Euripides as if they belonged to the same intellectual book-club: one day Euripides
passed on the work of Heraclitus to Socrates, so the story goes, who read it and
responded in mock-Heraclitean fashion: “What I understand is good; what I don’t
understand is also good — I think. But one would have to be a Delian diver.”®
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Whatever the specific value of this anecdote, we may take it as confirming the
general picture outlined here. For at the time when this anecdote was alive (roughly
the third century Bck), it was evidently part of common knowledge that Euripides and
Socrates consorted with one another for the purpose of exchanging ideas. We don’t
ever hear of Socrates exchanging anything with Sophocles.

But there is even better evidence that firmly points in the same direction. The pre-
sumably first and oldest testimony we have of the historical Socrates, long before the
time of Plato, stems from the Athenian comic poet Teleclides who competed in the
middle of the fifth century and probably won his first victory in 446. And the very first
thing we learn from him about Socrates is that he associated with Euripides! The
fragment is quoted by Diogenes Laertius right at the beginning of his chapter on
Socrates; the passage is worth citing in full, but not without drawing attention to the
fact that some 600 years after the time of Socrates and Euripides (or whenever the
Lives were written), Diogenes finds himself compelled to highlight the alleged relation-
ship as the very first biographical fact about Socrates.” Diogenes writes:

Socrates was the son of Sophroniscus, a statuary, and of Phaenarete, a midwife, as Plato
says in the Theaetetus; he was a citizen of Athens, from the deme of Alopece. Some people
believed that he helped Euripides write poetry; Mnesimachus'’ puts it as follows:

The Phrygians, that’s a new play by Euripides;
Actually, Socrates puts on the firewood.

Again he says:

... Euripidean <tragedies?>, nailed up by Socrates.!!
And Callias, in his Captives,*? says:

A.: So why are you'® so proud and all puffed up?

B.: That’s my entitlement! Socrates is responsible for it.
And Aristophanes says in the Clouds:

He's the chap who writes the tragedies for Euripides,
Those wordy, clever ones.

Teleclides’ joke about the Phrygians, which Socrates is said to have fired up with
phrygana, sticks or faggots, operates on two levels; first, there is of course the linguistic
level, because the word phrygana contains an obvious assonance to the plays’ title.
Secondly, the butt of the joke is Euripides, for the comic poet suggests that his
colleague working in the tragic genre somehow needs a philosopher to “turn up the
heat.” Presumably in the same comedy he coins the hilarious word sokratogomphos,
“all nailed up by Socrates,” perhaps a reprise of the earlier joke. If we suppose that the
comedy of which these two fragments stem was performed sometime in the late 440s,
then Socrates was only a young man in his late twenties and Euripides a well-known
tragic poet in his early forties. It is remarkable that already at that time it must have
rung true to the audience, at the very least, that these two men had something rather
striking in common.

The joke must have come across rather well, for in the ensuing decades it turns into
something like a comic topos. If the “person” addressed in the Callias'* fragment of The
Captives (Pedetai, performed in 429) is a Euripidean tragedy, which is a reasonable
assumption, we get a joke very similar to Teleclides’ jibe. And in the Aristophanes
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fragment, presumably from an earlier version of the Clouds, Strepsiades seems to ask
after the man standing aloft high up in a basket, like a deus ex machina ready to be
swung into action. He receives the answer: “He’s the chap who writes the tragedies for
Euripides, those wordy, clever ones.” Finally, at the end of the Frogs (performed in
405), the butt of the joke is Euripides again; Aeschylus has just prevailed in the contest
and the chorus explains what the problem with Euripides was (1491-9):

It's a graceful thing not to sit

Down with Socrates and chatter,
Casting aside the art of music,
Neglecting what’s most important

In the art of tragedy.

Whiling away one'’s time

With pompous arguments and outlines
Is the mark of a man — gone mad.

Two things are noteworthy: first, the lines occur at the play’s climactic finale; they
are the very last words sung by the chorus, and the audience is supposed to be roaring
with laughter at this point. It is unlikely that Aristophanes would have allowed him-
self to be flogging a dead horse. Second, in this latest variant of the joke, now at the
expense of a deceased, Aristophanes ridicules Euripides no longer by insinuating that
Socrates helped him write his poetry; rather, the charge is now that Euripides has
neglected the tragic Muse and spent too much time in bad company. This somewhat
mitigated charge may well be significant; if so, it would tie in nicely with our conclud-
ing assessment below.

Taken together, all this amounts to solid evidence that in the eyes of the Athenians
Socrates and Euripides associated with one another over a long period of time, and
that this association was regarded as close. What we are dealing with here are the
echoes of an intellectual friendship that should be regarded not as a literary fabrica-
tion but as historical reality,"> all the more so since old comedy is not even our only
evidence. If we look towards the circle of minor Socratics, we find that Socrates’ pupil
Aeschines wrote dialogues in which Euripides appeared as interlocutor,'® and Plato’s
younger brother Glaucon is said to have written a Socratic dialogue that bore the title
Euripides.’” The fact that Xenophon never mentions Euripides in his Socratic writings
should not disturb us: his intellectual world offered little space for tragic poets.'®

Unfortunately, we find little evidence in Plato to further corroborate this point, but
given what Plato thought about the usefulness of tragic drama, this is perhaps not
entirely surprising. Although Euripides is mentioned and quoted in Plato more times
than Sophocles and Aeschylus taken together (Euripides 16 times; Sophocles 5 times;
Aeschylus 9 times), there is only one passage in the entire oeuvre in which Plato has
imagined a situation in which Socrates recites a Euripidean verse with approval (Gorgias
492a: “Who knows whether life does not mean being dead, and being dead life?”). In
contrast to this, Euripides is roundly criticized in the eighth book of the Republic (568a)
for saying that tyrants are wise on account of their association with wise men, and
the same verse is extensively discussed in the presumably pseudo-Platonic Theages
(125d-e).
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The meager evidence in Plato should by no means shake our confidence in the
historicity of the relationship between Socrates and Euripides. For there is also nothing
in Plato’s text that militates against the assumption that the two spent at least the
occasional symposium together, talking deep into the night about their shared inter-
ests. At the end of the Symposium, at any rate, we see Socrates in some such situation,
drinking and discussing with Euripides’ colleagues Agathon and Aristophanes. Al-
though the precise nature of the conversation got lost in the literary fog of inebriation,
Socrates was, we are told, forcing his interlocutors to agree that their separate skills as
tragedian and comedian respectively ought to be at the resource of one single poet.
Just as the lovers in Aristophanes’ speech in the same dialogue, each one of these two
poets amounts to merely one half of an ideal whole. If we suppose that this famous
episode about Socrates’ valorization of the ideal tragicomedian is no pure invention on
Plato’s part but echoes a “true story” once told about Socrates (in which case it would
be on a par with some other Socratic motifs in the Symposium), we might well specu-
late that Socrates may have had someone particular in mind who, in his opinion, was
more of a poet than either one of his nearly spent drinking partners. After all, it was
Euripides who could write powerfully crushing tragedies but also had, more than his
great predecessors, the gift of the light touch.'” Whatever the historical status of the
scene, it seems that Euripides is brilliantly inscribed in it, tantalizingly present on
account of his very absence.

If these considerations have made a strong case for the historical reality of an intel-
lectual affiliation, we may now take the further step and ask whether there is also
good evidence allowing us to make equally confident pronouncements about the
character of this relationship? This question has two parts: first, how did Socrates react
to Euripides? And second, how did Euripides react to Socrates? Now, for obvious
reasons, we have little hope of making any progress on the former part of the question:
the evidence is simply not available. But what about the second part? Looking at
Euripides’ plays, was he, as Nietzsche thought, a partisan of “aesthetic Socratism”?
Can we go so far as to say that Socrates was the only person in the audience whose
approval Euripides cared about, as Nietzsche also contended? Did Euripides appropri-
ate Socratic concerns, or did he subtly reject the whole Socratic project?

Euripides’ Socrates

In order to explore this sort of question we must examine the evidence we have in the
plays of Euripides themselves, carefully avoiding, of course, the untenable hermeneutics
of taking any given spoken line for authorial opinion. Two passages in particular have
attracted the attention of scholars, especially since they seem to oppose Socratic think-
ing in fundamental respects and thereby, conveniently, helped to absolve Euripides
from Nietzsche's accusations. First, there is the great monologue in the Medea, a play
performed in 431. Medea agonizes over the decision whether or not to crown the act
of her revenge with the murder of Jason’s offspring, which are of course also her own
children. With great psychological acumen Euripides portrays her internal conflict in
which apparently different though not clearly distinct parts of her personality struggle
to dominate her decision. One part of her knows perfectly well what would be good for
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her and her children: escape, rescue, and survival; but another part is bent on tri-
umphant revenge. In the end, she decides to commit infanticide — apparently against
her better judgment. The monologue ends with the much-discussed verses 1078-80,
which, ever since Bruno Snell (1948), have been taken to contradict the well-known
Socratic position that reason harbors the strongest practical impulse.*

And T know well what harm I am about to do;
But stronger than my deliberations is my thumos,
The cause of greatest harm to mortals.

Since we are not invited to think of Medea as an insane woman, and since the scene
is conceived realistically enough, these lines seem to repudiate Socrates’ counterintuitive
thesis that no one acts against his or her better judgment; just as in the case of Plato
much later, apparent akratic behavior is conceptualized by distinguishing competing
internal motives that seem to belong to different parts of the soul. Medea is fully aware
of the internal conflict of her emotional impulse on the one hand (her anger, thumos,
and her indignation about Jason’s disloyalty) and the counsels of reason on the other,
the scruples about carrying out the evil deed (her bouleumata). In the end, she ac-
knowledges that her thumos wins the upper hand, making her, on the philosophical
account, an akratic person, who makes a terrible choice in spite of herself. Socrates,
apparently, thought that this was impossible. One summary statement of his position
can be found in the Protagoras:

The many think something like this about knowledge (episteme); it is not powerful, it is
no leader or ruler. They do not think of it as something like this. No: often, they think,
knowledge is in a human being, but it is not knowledge that rules him, but something else
— now anger, now pleasure, now pain, sometimes lust, often fear. They think of know-
ledge just as though they were thinking of a slave, dragged about by all the other things.
Now, do you agree with this view of it, or do you consider that knowledge is something
noble and able to govern man, and that whoever learns what is good and what is bad will
never be swayed by anything to act otherwise than as knowledge bids, and that intelli-
gence (phronesis) is a sufficient helper for mankind??!

The opposition of reason and emotion (with one counseling towards goodness, the
other towards evil) is of course much too simple a contrast to capture all the many
considerations that flare up in Medea’s mind at this point in the drama. There are at
least two other considerations, both perfectly rational, that play into her deliberation.
One is the consideration of what would be “right” in the larger scheme of divine
justice, and here the verdict was, from the beginning of the play, “maximum penalty”
for Jason. The other consideration is that her children, innocent but nevertheless
implicated in her murder of Jason’'s new bride and the king, will never escape the
Corinthians’ vengeance. By Kkilling the children herself, she effectively deprives the
Corinthians of a retributive act of revenge on her.*

All this follows a perverse kind of logic, the tragic logic of a heroic age, to be sure,
but what this logic effectively does is blunt the ostensibly anti-Socratic sting. For even
if we suppose that these lines (1078-80), or the whole monologue for that matter,
were written with Socrates’ denial of akrasia in mind (which they might have been), it
does not follow, for obvious reasons, that their author intended them to score against

28



SOCRATES AND EURIPIDES

Socrates. First of all, would the tirade of an irate woman “on the edge of a nervous
breakdown” be the right medium effectively to reply to a philosophical argument?
Would anyone in the audience (besides Socrates?) have understood the lines in this
way?** And second, is it possible to concede without further argument that the claims
of Medea'’s thumos are entirely irrational and not represent some kind of ratiocination,
precisely those kinds of strangely compelling considerations and motifs that constitute
a tragic plot? To be sure, just as almost everyone else in Athens, Euripides too most
probably did not share Socrates rationalistic theory of action. What he seems to be
taking issue with is not so much the claim that emotion never trumps reason but
that reason is always capable of discerning and choosing the good. Is that something
Socrates himself would have denied? Hardly, and the most we can say in this case
is that Euripides seems to be taking a Socratic idea into account; or he may not be.
Even if we assume he does, it remains quite unclear whether his “reaction” is one of
approval or rejection. And so, the lines in question may or may not be related to
Socrates; in either case they tell us nothing reliable whatsoever about the precise
nature of the intellectual relationship between Socrates and Euripides.

The other and perhaps more promising text that is often mustered in this context is
the monologue of Phaedra in the Hippolytus.?* Phaedra has just confessed that she is in
love with her stepson Hippolytus. The chorus has sung a song of lament, and now
Phaedra addresses the members of the women in a monologue in which she also
reflects quite generally on the motives of human action, 375-87:

I have already pondered (ephrontisa) on other occasions in the night’s long watches how
the lives of mortals come to ruin. It seems to me that it is not due to the nature of their
mind (kata gnomes phusin) that they do bad things — many people possess good sense.
Rather, one must look at it this way: we know and understand (epistametha kai gignoskomen)
what is noble, but we fail to carry it out, either because we are lazy, or because we prefer
some other pleasure to the good.

In life, there are many pleasures, and a lot of idle talk and idle time — what baneful
delight! — as well as aidos (reverence/scandal). This one is double, one is not bad, but the
other a household’s burden. If their significance were clear, the two would not be spelled
in the same way.

Here we have the markers of philosophical “speak”: understanding, the good, the
mind’s nature, the arrival at some conclusion after much thought, and laziness and
pleasure as the antagonists to the good life. And here indeed, the position of Socrates
(that knowledge is precisely not the kind of thing that will be dragged around by
pleasures and other distractions, and that if people act in apparent contradiction to
their better judgment, it is their judgment that is confused) — this position is quite
explicitly rejected. Phaedra says that the particular nature of one’s mind has little or
nothing to do with one’s actions; even those who know perfectly well what is noble
and good fail to carry it out, either because they are lazy, or because they succumb to
pleasures, of which, in life, there are many.

Most interpreters think that in this scene Euripides drapes himself in the mantle of
the Athenian queen and, from the vantage point of the stage, publicly repudiates a
view held by Socrates and his followers, whom we have to imagine sitting in the
audience. In many ways, the conclusion seems to be inevitable that indeed the poet
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speaks in these lines to a specific part of the audience, those “in the know” and in
equally general terms — or in “sketchy outline,” as Aristophanes would disparagingly
call it (Frogs 1496f.). Euripides may well be talking to a group of insiders. But is this
aside to intellectual friends or foes clearly meant to be critical? All Euripides does is put
the moral view of the many into the mouth of a character who belongs to the many —
not from a social, but from a philosophical point of view. It is important to note that
the monologue has a very specific function in the drama: it constitutes Phaedra as a
character in this play. That is to say, it is part of the characterization of Phaedra that
she now no longer simply succumbs to her passion by brazenly proposing to Hippolytus
herself (as she did in the first Hippolytus); now she merely ponders the fact that this is
the sort of thing people do: give in to passion against better knowledge. Phaedra is still
ensnared in the trap Aphrodite has set for her and Hippolytus; but her reaction to this
entrapment is a different one, one that was designed to be more palatable to the Atheni-
an audience than the Phaedra of the first Hippolytus. I would be very surprised if the
lines 375-87 of our play were one day to be found to have been part of its precursor.

Euripides is undoubtedly staging a scene Socrates would have something to say
about. Phaedra’s monologue is a provocation. But if it looks critical at first sight, it
may in fact not be critical at all; questions of contextualization, dramatization, and
characterization readily subvert any straightforward reading. What looks like anti-
Socratean stage rhetoric can be destabilized too easily for us to count as reliable
evidence for the poet’s intellectual commitment. Does this mean that, all things con-
sidered, Euripides does, in the end, look more like a poet who, as Nietzsche supposed,
squarely belongs to the Socratic circle?

I think not. Even though one could point, in a quite general way, to a number of
points of contact and overlap between Euripidean drama and Socratic thinking (the
common delight in the competition and confrontation of logoi, the provocation of the
interlocutor or audience with “unfinished business,” and possibly, as I myself have
argued, a shared conception of what piety, properly understood, might be**) — all the
same, these common features do not allow one to endorse Nietzsche’s reconstruction
of the relationship. For one thing is certain: there are a number of crucial Socratic
concerns and ideas that have left no mark in Euripides’ oeuvre. With Socrates, a new
conception of the soul enters the world: the soul is no longer just the principle of life,
but the most precious possession we have, the very center of our being, harboring
the nature of our personality and the value of our character. The most important
thing in the world, for Socrates, is the therapy of the soul; in Euripides, I find no trace
of such a view.

Connected with this new conception of the soul is the Socratic view that it is better
to suffer an injustice than to commit one. Again, no trace of this in Euripides. Was
Euripides, moreover, of the optimistic opinion that a life founded on reason necessarily
evolves into a good life? That the gods are good, and that they look upon humanity
with benevolence? Socrates was apparently convinced of this, so much so that he was
unable and unwilling to construe his conviction and execution as tragic fate. It was
not even sad.

Although I cannot prove it, it seems to me that Euripides, just as most of his contem-
poraries, would have found views such as these rather baffling. Let us cast another
glance at Medea. The heroine has been deeply offended in her role as wife and mother.
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However, instead of preferring to suffer harm rather than to inflict harm, she takes the
just punishment of Jason into her own hands, acting as if she were an agent of Zeus
and the other Olympians who witnessed Jason’s oath and betrayal. What she does is
terrifying; what drives her is some deeply felt desire for revenge and retribution, a
desire that surpasses the natural bond of a mother to her children. Like Heracles’
thirteenth labor, the killing of her children is extreme, but it is not an act of madness.
Rather, it is an act that is part and parcel of the inventory of the world we live in.
What kind of world would it be in which the likes of Jason got away with perjury and
betrayal, unpunished because “reason” prevented the victims of their crimes to follow
the impulse of their feeling of outrage, and prevented them from exacting brutal
punishment? Indeed, this would be a Socratic world, and Euripides seems to reject it
vehemently. Or rather, he seems to state, plainly and simply, that this world is just not
like that, neither now nor in mythic times; it would be a mistake to invest the world
with optimistic clarity and goodness, for it is ambivalent, harsh, implacable, and above
all tragic.

No doubt one could object that this is only a partial construal of Euripidean
dramatic impressions, based on a reading of the Medea. Although one might perhaps
be able (so the objection continues) to corroborate the tragic impression by referring
to further plays such as the Hecuba, Heracles, or Bacchae, other plays are available to
counterbalance this view. There are, after all, Euripidean plays that draw a more
optimistic, perhaps even Socratic picture of human existence. Take for example the
Helen, arguably Euripides’ most philosophical play. Here the poet stages the opposition
between appearance and reality and openly grapples with the question of right vs.
might. Theoclymenus, the ruler of the Egyptian land where the real Helen found
refuge during the Trojan War, wants to marry the beautiful Greek woman. The young
ruler’s father Proteus, at whose grave the action takes place, once promised the gods
to keep Helen safe until the return of her legitimate husband. But now Proteus is dead,
and with him, in some sense, the promise. The new ruler gives strict orders to inform
him should Menelaus arrive, so that he may capture and kill him. When Menelaus
does arrive incognito, only Theoclymenus’ sister Theonoe, a virtually omniscient femme
sage once called Eido,*® is aware of it (apart from Helen of course), and she soon faces
the quandary whether to stand up for the just cause (that Helen and Menelaus be
reunited according to Proteus’ promise), or to look out for her own safety, to obey her
brother, and to betray the couple.

Like Socrates, Theonoe is a figure of great moral awareness; like Socrates, she dis-
plays an impressive amount of autonomy, founded on superior moral and nonmoral
knowledge; as in the case of Socrates, this sets her on a course of conflict with the
interests of political power. Her moral position is, in the end, clear enough, but like
Socrates she offers only passive resistance to injustice.?” Striking similarities; but is
Theonoe a Socratic figure? Emphatically not. All things considered, she is more of a
Pythia, an oracular or priestly figure, the living extension of Proteus and her grand-
father Nereus. She is mindful of her enormous power and open to supplication, but she
does nothing to raise the level of moral awareness in her interlocutors; in the end, it is
not she who reveals to her brother the error of his ways, but the dei ex machina Castor
and Pollux. If a drama like the Helen cannot be harnessed to the yoke that supposedly
ties Euripides firmly to Socrates, none can.
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A Paradox and its Solution

Let us summarize the result of the discussion so far. A survey of the available evidence,
even if it is taken cum grano salis, unequivocally suggests that Socrates and Euripides
were well acquainted with one another, and acquainted to such a degree that their
affiliation and apparent intellectual affinity became part of the humorous inventory of
old comedy. Comedians repeatedly, and without much variation, poked fun at Euripides,
charging him with idle Socratic chatter. There is little but nevertheless suggestive
evidence in the Socratic literature of the fourth century that fits into this general
picture, and later periods abound with anecdotes about Socrates’ reactions to Euripidean
plays and lines.

In a more specific way, scholars have pointed to passages in Euripides’ plays that
clearly resonate with Socratic concerns, though it remains fundamentally unclear if
the poet wanted to provoke, endorse, or oppose the philosopher. Within the larger
scheme of things one can point to certain common features such as the conception of
piety mentioned above (understood as service to the gods, although Euripides seems
less optimistic about the gods’ benevolence), but other, central Socratic themes are
absent from the Euripidean corpus. If one is honest, one has to admit that there is no
hard evidence of a “significant influence” of one intellectual on the other, an influence
that we could speak of, document, and describe on the basis of our literary evidence.

We are thus confronted with a paradox. The poet and the philosopher knew each
other well, shared decades of their productive lives in the same city; but they did not,
as far as we know and contrary to Nietzsche’s allegations, influence one another in
any clearly discernible way. This suggests that we know too little about the intellec-
tual world Socrates and Euripides inhabited, and that we would be able to see the
differences and convergences more clearly and distinctly if we were better informed.
That may undoubtedly be the case, yet it seems to me that even on the basis of what
little evidence we do have we are in a position to resolve the paradox and reveal it as a
merely apparent one. More than that, one could even contend that the apparent para-
dox is itself an echo and a reflection of an actual state of affairs. For it seems that the
apparently incongruent picture painted here stands to reason.

It stands to reason because it fits well to another apparent paradox, the fundamen-
tally different and incompatible portrayal of Socrates in Plato and Xenophon. Already
in the eighteenth century, Johann Gottfried von Herder wondered why it was that the
figure of Socrates appears to us so differently in the two main sources that we have of
his life and thought.?® This has become a familiar crux, and it would be a mistake to
downplay the differences or to attempt to harmonize the two accounts. Louis-André
Dorion has recently given us an astonishing overview of the quantity and magnitude
of the incompatibilities between the Platonic and the Xenophontic Socrates.”’ One
vaguely attractive way to explain the discrepancy would be to point to the contingent
historical fact that Xenophon, unlike Plato, was not part of the inner circle of Socratics.
Herder, I think, had a better intuition, for he invokes the very nature of Socratic
philosophizing itself as an explanation. Socrates was a much too dialectical and aporetic
thinker to have indoctrinated the circle of his interlocutors with his own ideas and
theories, if he had any. The fascinating dimension of Socratic philosophy is precisely
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this, that he understood himself as facilitator and trainer of his interlocutors’ own
minds; he was, in Herder’s words, “only the midwife of their own intellectual Gestalt”
(“nur die Hebamme ihrer eigenen Geistesgestalt”). Most probably, Socrates had indeed
arrived at a number of moral truths, but the salient character of his philosophy was
precisely not to propagate them, but to engage his interlocutors and to goad them on
to search for respectable answers in the depths of their own souls, answers which they
could refine and successfully defend in the back-and-forth of dialectical conversation.*°

According to Herder, what Socrates did in the case of Xenophon and Plato was to
bring out the character and convictions of their own minds, nothing more, nothing
less; their testimonies of Socrates consequently tell us as much, and perhaps even
more, about the respective authors than about Socrates. Returning to the question
that concerns us here, it seems to me that the same could be said mutatis mutandis
about Euripides, i.e. that the intellectual relationship between him and Socrates fol-
lowed, and, if Herder is right, indeed must have followed a similar pattern. Of course
Socrates helped Euripides write his tragedies, but not in the crude way imagined by old
comedy. And of course, much like any other person who came into contact with him,
Euripides recognized in Socrates his harshest critic; Euripides cared about Socrates’
views, but not in the crude way imagined by Nietzsche. Euripides was much too inde-
pendent an artist to simply allow his stage characters to affirm or deny Socratic, or
anybody else’s, theories and opinions. Rather, the Socratic influence on Euripides lies
in the fact that Socrates, if he indeed interacted with Euripides to the level suggested by
our sources, must have been to some extent the midwife of Euripides” own intellectual
and artistic “Gestalt.” There is, all things considered, no reason to agree with Nietzsche’s
wholesale condemnation of Euripides as a Socratic poet; and yet, it seems to be true to
say that without Socrates we would not have Euripides — or at least not the one we do
have.?!

Notes

Sansone (1996) gives an excellent overview of the literary use of Euripides.

For a more detailed account of the figure of Socrates in Nietzsche, see James Porter’s
chapter 25 in the present volume.

Clement of Alexandria, Miscellanies 5.70.1, p.373 St. (= Nr. 22 in Kovacs 1994).

Crito 53—-54b.

Aelian, Various History 2.13 (= Nr. 18 in Kovacs 1994).

Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 4.63 (= Nr. 19 in Kovacs 1994).

See Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 2.33. The line in question is found in
the Electra, 379: “The best thing seems to be to let these things (i.e. false criteria of good-
ness such as upbringing, wealth, armament) alone.” Either Diogenes erred in attributing
the line to the Auge, or Euripides used the same line in different plays. In any case, in the
context of the Electra, it is hard to see why Socrates should have taken issue with this verse.
8 Nr. 21 in Kovacs (1994). Diogenes Laertius was so fond of this anecdote that he relates it
twice, in 2.22 (Socrates) and 9.12 (Heraclitus). According to Diogenes, the story was related
by the Peripatetic Ariston of Ceos (third century BcE), and much later and differently by
Seleucus Homericus, a grammarian of the early first century cg; the bon-mot that one
would have to be a Delian diver to understand Heraclitus is variously attributed to Socrates
and “one Crates.”

N =

N O vt W

33



CHRISTIAN WILDBERG

9
10
11

12
13

14
15

16
17
18

19

20
21

22

23

24
25

26
27

28

29

34

Diogenes even thinks he knows the reason why Euripides and Socrates were so close: they
both were pupils of Anaxagoras (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 2.19; 45).
Diogenes seems to be confusing Mnesimachus with Telecides; on the problem, see Patzer
(1994) ad loc.

The two words Euripidas sokratogomphous have been torn out of their syntax. A gomphos is
a “nail” or “peg.”

Performed in 429/8, around the time of the Hippolytus.

The addressed person is a woman as the adjective “proud” is feminine (semne). Patzer
(1994: 56) and Egli (2003) suggest that the addressee is either a personified Euripidean
tragedy or Euripides himself in women's clothes.

The son of Lysimachus; cf. Egli (2003: 158).

Egli (2003: 162) arrives at the same conclusion when she suggests that the historical
Socrates and Euripides most likely knew each other and in fact spoke with each other,
presumably also about interesting philosophical doctrines and their consequences for an
understanding of the divine.

See Patzer (1974).

Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 2.124.

Xenophon hardly ever mentions Sophocles (twice: Hellenica 2.3.2; Memorabilia 1.4.3) and
Aeschylus (once: Symposium 4.63) either.

On comic elements in tragedy, see B. Seidensticker (1982), Palintonos Harmonia. Studien
zu komischen Elementen in der griechischen Tragédie. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
esp. ch. 5. In terms of wit and humor, Euripides’ Cyclops (unfortunately the only extant
satyr play we possess) compares well to any Aristophanic comedy.

Most recently by Egli (2003: 164-6).

Protagoras 352b—c. Other relevant passages are Apology 25d ff.; Protagoras 345e; Gorgias
488a; 509e. Cf. also Aristotle’s discussion of Socrates’ position on akrasia in Nicomachean
Ethics 7.1-3.

Cf. Medea 790-7; 1060f.; 1234-9; 1301-5. The literature on how to interpret the Medea
is vast and well beyond the scope of this chapter. For further discussion of the problem of
Medea’s motives, see e.g. Wildberg (2002: 37-61) with further references.

See Moline (1975), who makes the important point that anyone who credits Euripides
with criticizing Socrates would have to show at the same time that some such criticism
could have been grasped by the audience.

The play was performed in 428, just a few years after the Medea.

The basic idea is that piety must not exhaust itself in reverence, prayer, and sacrifice, but
has to have an element of service rendered to the gods (hyperesia) at its center; see Wildberg
(2002: esp. 102-9; 2003).

Helen 11; the name derives from the verb eidenai, to “know.”

Theonoe refuses to help Menelaus and Helen, but she does not betray them either (1017-
23). Compare Socrates’ reaction when he was ordered by the Thirty to arrest and execute
Leon of Salamis, 32c—d: although the order was unjust, Socrates refuses to arrest Leon,
but he does nothing to help him. Another, albeit very tenuous parallel obtains between
Socrates’ worship of clouds in Aristophanes’ play and Theonoe’s ritual of purifying the
ether (865-7). For an interpretation of that scene, cf. Wildberg (2002: 78; 871f.)

See Herder’s sketch in his “Outlines of a philosophy of the history of man” [Ideen zur
Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit], published more than 200 years ago between
1784 and 1791, esp. 1T 13, 5.

See Dorion (2004: 95-113). After listing no less than 17 or 18 fundamental differences,
Dorion concludes that the Xenophontic Socrates is without any doubt irreducible to the
Platonic Socrates, and that their respective doctrines are irreconcilable.
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30 This general assessment stands despite the fact that the specific notion of philosophic “mid-
wifery” is probably not Socratic; see Burnyeat (1977).

31 It is my pleasure to thank Rachana Kamtekar, Sara Rappe, Louis-André Dorion, Lowell
Edmunds, and Alexander Nehamas for comments on earlier drafts of this chapter. I also
wish to thank Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study for a pleasurable and profitable
sabbatical semester during which initial ideas on this topic indeed “advanced.”
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Socrates Among the Sophists
PAUL WOODRUFF

Socrates died because a large panel of judges found against him by a small majority.
Apparently, some of those judges were influenced by evidence that Socrates was a
kind of sophist. They were not entirely wrong. Socrates was, in a way, a sophist,
although not the kind that his worst critics made him out to be. But Socrates’ defenders
were not entirely right either.

Aristophanes’ Clouds and works by Plato and Xenophon represent two sides in a
debate, greatly extended in time, as to whether Socrates was a sophist. Aristophanes
uses Socrates’ name for the leader of his imaginary school of sophistic rhetoric and
antireligious scientific inquiry, while Plato and Xenophon, probably starting after
Socrates’ death (over 20 years after Aristophanes’ play was produced), guarded
Socrates’ memory on this score by showing him disputing with sophists in ways that
underscore his differences from them.

This debate cannot produce a clear a winner, however, in its own terms. Neither
side accurately depicts the historical Socrates with sufficient credibility for us to reach
a verdict about the man who was condemned to drink hemlock in 399 Bce. All three
authors wrote fiction. Aristophanes lets Socrates stand for teachers of much of the new
learning, especially forensic rhetoric and natural science. Plato, by contrast, makes
Socrates the extreme philosopher, aloof from science, rhetoric, literature, practical
politics, and even from reciprocal friendships. His philosophical concerns range from
ethics to epistemology and metaphysics, and some of the theories he expounds cannot
have been taught by the historical Socrates, but must have been due to Plato.
Xenophon's portrait of Socrates seems partially indebted to Plato’s and, like Plato’s,
seems often to speak for interests and theories of the author. Lacking more authori-
tative sources, however, we will need to make the best use of these that we have. What
Plato says about Socrates and the sophists is one thing; what he shows Socrates doing
is another, and this will merit our attention in what follows.

Although the fiction of Plato and Xenophon is historical in a sense in which
Aristophanes’ is not, they are no more accurate than Aristophanes in their repres-
entation of the sophists or their teachings. What Aristophanes lampoons is some dis-
tance from what any sophist actually taught, while the boundaries Plato gives for the
territory of sophists are artificial. Plato succeeded in defining the sophists as part of his
project to show that Socrates was not one of them. We need to go behind these sources
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on both sides for a better understanding of the sophists if we are to judge the question
whether Socrates could reasonably be classed with the sophists. I begin with the
sophists, and will turn afterward to Socrates.

The Sophists'

Most of what students have been taught about the sophists is wrong, owing to Plato’s
one-sided representation of them, and the attractiveness, then and now, of identifying
intellectual villains to provide contrast for the philosophers we admire. Accordingly,
this section is a plea to look at the evidence more closely, at what Plato says, at the
surviving texts, and at the considerable influence of sophists on writers such as
Thucydides, Sophocles, and Euripides.

The teachers now known as sophists did not constitute a well-defined group at the
time of Socrates. The earliest surviving use of the word sophistes is found in an ode of
Pindar (Isthmian 5.28, 478 BCE), where it means “poet,” and the remarks Plato pro-
vides Protagoras at Protagoras 316d ff., confirm that early poets could be considered
sophists, although they did not use this word for themselves. In the context, Protagoras
implies that Homer and Hesiod and Simonides acted as sophists in their role as
educators, and indeed their poetry belongs to what we could aptly call the wisdom
literature of ancient Greece.

The word sophistes is simply a masculine-ending noun formed from the adjective
sophos, wise or clever. The adjective carries a double valence, as it sometimes suggests
an admirable wisdom, and sometimes the sort of cleverness that can be devious and
frightening. Such a double valence reflects the response of the Greeks to their own
intellectual achievements, as we read in Sophocles’ famous choral ode (exploiting the
double valence of the word deinos): “Many wonders, many terrors, but none more
wonderful or more terrible than a human being”; as the chorus goes on to show by
examples, what is wonderful and terrible about human beings is the power they have
through the inventiveness of the human mind (Antigone 332-75).

In the same way, the word sophistes must have had a double valance. Protagoras, in
the passage cited above, says that he is the first to claim this title openly and with
pride, suggesting both that he thinks a sophist is a good thing to be, and that there are
those who would disagree. But this text already dates from well into the fourth cen-
tury. In fifth-century usage, we find no breath of scandal attaching to the name until
Aristophanes’ Clouds (420 Bce). What this play satirizes is not an organized move-
ment, but the confluence of a number of new streams of thinking that mark the fifth
century as a period of extraordinary intellectual confidence and innovation. Taken
together, these streams constitute what I will call the new learning. The major tributar-
ies of the new learning are natural science (especially the secular approach to medi-
cine), mathematics, social science (most notably theories about the origins of culture),
ethics, political theory, and the art of words (which came to be known as rhetoric, but
had a broader scope in this period).

Different thinkers of the period occupied themselves in different combinations of
these. Gorgias, for example, probably devoted himself mainly to the art of words.
Protagoras combined interests in the origins of culture with the art of words, and he
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may also have been a defender of democratic ideas. Antiphon did advanced work in
mathematics, anticipating the calculus with his solution to the problem of squaring
the circle; he also probably taught the art of words, argued that humans have a com-
mon nature, and actively agitated for the creation of a new oligarchy in Athens.?
Hippias taught or claimed expertise in virtually every subject known at the time (Lesser
Hippias 363d, 368b—e). All of these are now commonly called sophists.

The teachers now known as sophists do not have a great deal in common, but
certain features are found in most of them:

1.1. Teaching for pay. Most sophists taught, at what we would call the level of higher
education, for substantial fees, but Antiphon apparently made his money by writing
speeches for others to deliver (logography), a new profession at the time. We are told
that Protagoras amassed a considerable fortune by teaching, and Hippias (as shown in
Plato) brags that he has done the same (Greater Hippias 282de).

1.2. Traveling. Most sophists traveled widely. They did so on business, to earn lectur-
ing fees from around the Greek world, and probably also because many of them were
interested in the variety to be found in different cultures. Antiphon again is an excep-
tion; he was an Athenian and seems to have worked at home. Protagoras and Hippias,
by contrast, seem to have been in constant motion in the service of their lucrative
business (Greater Hippias 282de).

1.3. Employing the art of words. Their one common attribute appears to have been
their use of the art of words, but, since oral performance was the only way for them to
teach, this is neither surprising nor, in itself, very interesting.

Sophists taught the art of balanced debate, with equally timed speeches on each side
of a contentious issue, and this art is frequently displayed in tragic plays of the period,
as in the balanced speeches offered each other by Creon and his son Haemon in
Sophocles’ Antigone. Thucydides employs the same art in his history, on several occa-
sions. Now, if you know how to speak on either side of an issue equally persuasively,
then (assuming that both sides cannot be right) you know how to give persuasive
arguments on behalf of at least one position that is wrong. So the art of opposed
speeches (antikeimenoi logoi) would seem to entail the art of winning an audience over
to a false position. We shall see, however, that two speeches may collide over what is
merely reasonable (eikos — see section 1.4 below), and that such cases are usually the
subjects for the opposed speaking taught by sophists. In such a case, both sides may
have equally reasonable cases to make, and the art involved in presenting both is
innocent on the charge of telling plausible lies.

Aristotle says that Protagoras taught students how to make the weaker argument
win in a debate (as Socrates is shown doing in the Clouds), and we are told by several
sources that Protagoras taught people how to argue on both sides of any issue.’ This is
summed up in the oft-repeated claim that the sophists taught principally rhetoric, by
which is usually meant the art of persuasive speech taken in isolation from the truth
or content of speech. Recent scholars have argued, however, that this concept of rhetoric
is due not to the sophists but to Plato, and although the matter remains under dispute,
we must at least conclude that it is not clear that any sophist really had the concept of
rhetoric that they are supposed to have taught.* Moreover, the Greek interest in public
speaking in this period was not limited to persuasive speech in assemblies or law courts;
Greek audiences were delighted by displays of speaking and debate, and these appear
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to have been a form of public entertainment.> Gorgias wrote famously in his Encomium
to Helen that speech can have the power of a drug,® but playwrights and historians of
the period, from Homer to Thucydides, almost always show artful speeches failing to
persuade, owing to the popular suspicion of such clever displays.” Gorgias was widely
admired for his fine style, and much imitated, but we have no reason to think his
teaching affected the conduct of politics in Athens. Protagoras’ interest in the art of
words went beyond instruction in public speaking; he was interested in distinguishing
kinds of speech acts and taught something under the title “the correctness of words”
(apparently consistency and appropriate diction).®

1.4. Speaking without knowledge. Public speakers must often give speeches on subjects
that are not known either to them or to anyone else. Policy issues, such as are debated
in the Assembly, often hinge in what it is reasonable to expect (eikos). The outcome of
a war, for example, cannot be known in advance, so that a decision on whether to go
to war must rest on what is eikos. The same goes for some forensic issues; in the
absence of an eye-witness, who would satisfy the conditions for having knowledge, a
case at law would have to be decided on the basis of what is most reasonable.

Plato and Aristotle both make the complaint that sophists, especially Protagoras,
prefer eikos to truth. Eikos is traditionally translated as “probability”; this translation
dates to a time when the Latin-based word meant “believability,” and is supported by
the close affinity in ancient Greek usage between eikos and pithanon. Plato, however,
understood eikos to mean a misleading facsimile of the truth — something that, al-
though not true, could be mistaken for the truth. But studies of actual usage from the
period show that eikos means what it is reasonable to believe in circumstances when
the facts are not clearly known. In such cases, speeches on either side can be equally
reasonable. Such, for example, are the speeches Thucydides reports to have been given
by the two generals before the naval battle in the harbor at Syracuse (7.61-4, 66-8);
the two forces were equal, and the two outcomes were equally probable. Indeed, the
battle hung in the balance for an extraordinarily long time before a small, unexpected
event started a cascade of troubles for the Athenians.

Prehistory, for example, must be a matter of eikos, as must the facts in a case with-
out witnesses, or the future effects of policies under debate. The art of arguing on
either side of an issue, with reference to eikos, was necessary to the procedure of adver-
sary debate by which decisions were made in ancient Greece, even before democracy.
I shall turn below to the likely connection between this sort of teaching and the good
judgment that Protagoras offered to teach.

1.5. Promoting relativism. Sophists are often said to be relativists, but this general
claim is not supported by the evidence. Relativism, simply defined, is the claim that the
same sentence can be both true and false, in being true for one person and false for
another. This is usually understood to be the claim that what I believe is true for me,
while what you believe is true for you. The claim allows that contrary beliefs are in
some sense true for different people.” Gorgias is probably not a relativist, because he
seems to assert that no beliefs at all are true. Antiphon, who appeals to nature as a
standard for criticizing law, cannot be a relativist, and the same would go for Callicles,
who appeals to a natural standard of justice.

Protagoras, however, is a relativist according to the evidence of Plato’s Theaetetus
(which influenced later sources), but other evidence, even in Plato, tells a different
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story. Plato shows Protagoras in the Protagoras arguing in effect for a natural basis of
the virtues of justice and reverence, on the grounds that they are necessary to human
survival; groups of people without such virtues would have scattered and not been
able to defend themselves, and the human race would have died out. Protagoras’
implicit assumption is that if justice and reverence are present in a community, they
will suffice to prevent the sort of divisiveness that tears a community apart. It would be
preposterous to suppose that justice is whatever anyone thinks it is, and, at the same
time, that justice is necessary to fend civil war away from any given community.
Suppose, for example, that Thrasymachus gets to decide what justice is, so that justice
is nothing but whatever benefits the ruler; then mechanisms for justice will not make
society more stable, but more liable to division and even civil war. There must, on
Protagoras’ theory, at least be a pragmatic test for what counts as justice. Protagoras
also had teachings about the correctness of words that are not compatible with relativ-
ism as defined above; he was prepared to criticize currently acceptable usage, but he
would have no basis for this if he were a relativist regarding truth.

The good is another matter. Many sophists, however, seem to have made both the
good and the beneficial relative to the beneficiary, as we saw above. Protagoras, for
example, points out that olive oil is harmful to plants and the hair on most animals,
but beneficial when applied to human hair and skin (Protagoras 334a—c). And
Thrasymachus held that the justice that is beneficial to rulers is harmful to those over
whom they rule (Republic 1.338c ff.); that is why he insists that Socrates say precisely
what justice is, and not declare simply that justice is the beneficial (336d). By this he
probably means that Socrates should specify, as Thrasymachus is about to do, who it
is that benefits from justice if justice is beneficial.

1.6. Appealing to nature vs. convention. Some sophists drew a sharp dichotomy between
convention (nomos) and nature ( phusis). Earlier poetry and philosophy associated phusis
with unchanging truth, and nomos with appearance or with the fluctuations of opinion.
On the whole, when sophists make this distinction, they treat nomos with disdain and
appeal to nature as a standard. Had they taken convention to be the standard, they
would have been relativists, but they do not seem to have done so. No sophist, so far as
we know, appeals to nomos to set aside a purported principle of nature, and a number
of them go the other way.

Callicles (who may be Plato’s invention) appeals to a law of nature as well as to
natural justice in his argument against Socratic ethics (Gorgias 483a—484c). Hippias
(again as represented in Plato) appeals to nature over nomos in his case for the kinship
of educated people (Protagoras 337d—38b). Antiphon, in his Truth, argues for a common
human nature, and may also be using nature as a standard by which to condemn
human justice.'” Protagoras evidently rejected conventional standards of linguistic
usage; as an explicit prescriptivist he seems to have tried to follow a natural standard
for the use of words (e.g., by insisting that “wrath” — a feminine word in Greek —
should be masculine)."!

1.7. Supporting democracy. Many of the teachers now known as sophists came from
democratic cities, but not all, and not all were in favor of democracy. This is odd,
because the public speaking (which many sophists taught) is especially valuable in
democracies. Antiphon (probably the same man as the sophist) was executed for
attempting to overthrow democracy in Athens, in spite of his plea that a seller of
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prepared speeches is an unlikely opponent of democracy.'? Protagoras speaks in favor
of democracy in Plato’s dialogue of that name, but some scholars have doubted his
sincerity, and others such as Thrasymachus and Callicles raise serious objections to
the rule of law, widely recognized as an essential feature of democracy at the time.

1.8. Teaching virtue. The word “virtue,” like “wisdom,” has a range of uses. Normally,
it can be used for any quality that one needs in order to be successful in some line of
endeavor; accordingly, although it often has a clearly ethical meaning, it does not
always do so. For Socrates, virtue is to the soul as health is to the body. That is what
Socrates does not believe can be taught; not surprisingly, the qualities sophists claim
to teach are rather different.

Gorgias evidently said that he never proposed to teach virtue, but a number of other
sophists seem to have made just such a promise. Of these, Protagoras is preeminent;
he announced that his main teaching concerned euboulia, good judgment (Plato’s
Protagoras 318d—319a), which Socrates understands to be expert knowledge (techne)
of politics (319a). Protagoras accepts this understanding, and also follows Socrates
when, without fanfare, he takes the techne of politics to be the same as virtue (arete).
This occurs during Socrates’ argument that what Protagoras claims to teach cannot
be taught (319a—320b). In a later, but related, context, Socrates implies that a sophist
just is someone who proclaims himself a teacher of virtue (Protagoras 349a).

This is a more ambitious goal, however, than the one Protagoras advertised. His
precise claim, as plausibly reported by Plato early in the dialogue, is to make each
student better each day, by teaching him “good judgment [euboulia] about domestic
matters, so that he may best manage his own household, and about political affairs,
so that in the affairs of the city-state he may be most able (or perhaps most powerful)
in action and in speech” (318a—319a). Good judgment is the ability to reason well
without knowledge, and Protagoras probably thought he instilled this ability by teach-
ing the art of words, insofar as this involved the judicious use of ¢ikos (reasonable
expectation).”* Now no ability of this kind could be on Socrates’ list of virtues, for the
excellent reason that Socratic virtues are supposed to depend on knowledge, and good
judgment is a desirable quality only when knowledge is absent (a point well made in
the pseudo-Platonic dialogue Sisyphus).

1.9. Seeking natural explanations. Some sophists had some interests in natural
science, but most of them concerned themselves more with social science, especially
with theories of the origins of culture, and in this area they displaced the gods from
their traditional role as source of the arts practiced by human beings.'* But science of
any kind had little appeal for most of the sophists.

As Aristophanes represents intellectuals in the Clouds, the same teachers promote
both persuasive speaking and natural science, and the natural science they teach
displaces the gods from their traditional roles in the explanation of natural phenomena.
This is plainly presented as a threat to traditional religion."®

Some sophists worked in mathematics, and some may have dabbled in medicine.'®
Gorgias had an explanation for the kindling of fire by a prism (Diels and Kranz 5), as
well as a physical account of color (4). But sophists were interested mainly in human
matters; most attacks on traditional beliefs came from a different group of intellectuals.
Protagoras declined to take a position on the gods (Diels and Kranz B.4), and none of
the sophists can be identified with certainty as an atheist.'”
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Socrates

Socrates’ defenders took pains to clear their hero on both of Aristophanes’ charges,
but, at the same time, they revealed a number of features that Socrates shares with
sophists. Although Socrates is in a class by himself, he is more like a sophist such as
Protagoras than he is like any other kind of intellectual figure of the period. Readers of
this volume should be well prepared to support their own verdicts on the similarity of
Socrates’ positions to those of sophists. I will state my verdicts firmly, but I must admit
at the start that most of them are controversial.

2.1. Teaching for fees. Socrates did not teach for fees. He denied doing so in his defense
speech, and his enemies evidently did not contest the denial. Socrates was content to
be poor; his threadbare style of living has been a kind of model for intellectuals ever
since, from his immediate followers through Chaucer’s Clerk of Oxenford to today’s
dressed-down professors.

2.2. Traveling. Socrates stayed at home, rarely venturing even beyond the city walls,
except when he was on military service (Phaedrus 230d). Unlike some sophists, he had
no interest in the variety of cultures, and, because he did not teach for fees, he had no
need to travel. Moreover, the mission he took himself to have been given by the gods
kept him in Athens (Apology 23b, 29d).

2.3. Employing the art of words. Socrates declines to take part in several aspects of
public speaking as taught by sophists, but he engages actively in others.

Socrates will not accept long speeches from his partners in discussion (Protagoras
334cd, Gorgias 449b, 461e—462a). It follows that he will not take part in the balanced
opposition of speeches taught by many sophists, and illustrated by poets and historians
of the period (see 1.3 above). A playwright of the period who took on the subject of the
Crito would have written it through a series of paired speeches, balanced as to length
and strength of argument. Plato never writes such a scene. Crito is not capable of a
full-dress argument, and Socrates does not need to give one in his own person; instead,
he draws on a powerful tirade from the laws, which, he says with some irony, leaves
him dumbstruck.

Even the Symposium, which opposes Socrates’ speech to Agathon'’s, does not wear at
that point the colors of adversary debate. Socrates first questions Agathon, leading
him toward a change of position, and then delivers his speech, which is of a wholly
different sort from Agathon’s. And although the two speeches are opposed on the
main points, the two speakers are not. Socrates speaks only, he says, for Diotima,
whose teaching he remembers. This device shifts the authority of the speech away
from Socrates and indeed outside of the debate altogether. The audience is not directed
to hear both sides and decide for itself, as in a democratic debate, but to listen to an
authority who is beyond the reach of debate.

Even in the short question-and-answer format that he prefers, Socrates does not look
for the approval of an audience. Sometimes, as in the Euthyphro, he is alone with his
partner; at other times, such as in the Gorgias and Protagoras, he has a substantial
educated audience. But in no case does he look for agreement from anyone other than
the partner he is questioning. He prefers an audience of one, and here too he differs from
the sophists, who typically address large groups and teach their students to do the same.
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Socrates’ style of question and answer, however, does employ an art of words. His
refutations are far too consistent to be the result of luck; Socrates knows how to take
on any partner in debate and bring him down to defeat. Success in a wide range of
cases is a sign of expert knowledge (techne) at work, and so many readers (like many of
his partners) have believed that Socrates had an expert grasp of this use of words. He
denies that he does so in a spirit of competition, however, and in this he differs from
some sophists as Plato represents them (Gorgias 457c—58a).

We must not allow Socrates’ criticism of public speaking to blind us to the evidence
that he was himself an accomplished public speaker, at least as Plato represents him.
Plato’s Apology could be used to illustrate many of the oratorical devices taught in the
period, starting from its elegant disclaimer of the art of speaking. In fact, this speech is
more refined than any sophistic defense speech that has come down to us, although its
rhetorical purpose is somewhat blurred by a tendency to insult its audience.

In other dialogues, too, we see Socrates employing the art of long speeches skillfully,
although not in his own persona. The speech he imagines coming from the Laws in
the Crito is very effective. So are the speech he attributes to Diotima in the Symposium
and the speech he attributes to the cicadas in the Phaedrus. We should keep in mind
that sophists often wrote speeches that they imagined to have been spoken by characters
from myth or literature. Such are Gorgias’ Palamedes and Hippias’ speech of Nestor to
Neoptolemus (Greater Hippias 286b). And most scholars now agree that the speeches
in Thucydides are largely fictional, and that their brilliance owes something to the
influence of the sophists. In short, Socrates” habit of fictionally attributing his speeches
to others is nothing new; it places him squarely in the sophistic tradition. In this
tradition, both Socrates and the sophists evade responsibility for what they say by
these means.

2.4. Speaking without knowledge. Some sophists, eschewing appeals to expert know-
ledge, cultivate the art of speaking without knowledge (above, 1.4). Socrates disclaims
expert knowledge (Apology 23b), and so, if he is to speak at all, he too must find a way
to do so without expert knowledge. Socrates does speak without expert knowledge,
and he appears to have developed a method for doing so without being mistaken too
easily for an expert. So he is like the sophists in what he does (speaking without
knowledge) but unlike them in trying to avoid the false appearance of authority.

Part of Socrates’ criticism of the art of words, as taught by Gorgias, is that the art of
words does not depend on knowing the truth about its subject matter (Gorgias 456b,
459b-e, 464b—65d). We have seen that some sophists taught the skillful use of argu-
ments based on what is reasonable (eikos) when knowledge is not available. Now,
Socrates understands eikos to mean what is plausible to a crowd (Phaedrus 273b), so
that he likens the use of eikos to a system for pleasing a human audience (274a). In
fact, the word refers to what is reasonable, and that is not always the same as what
pleases a given audience. And although public speakers of the period do believe that
adversary debate helps an audience to a conclusion about what is most reasonable,
they do not seem to hold that what is reasonable can be determined by a vote.
Otherwise, the concept of eikos would have been no use in supporting anthropological
theories, in contexts where no vote is to be taken, such as those in Thucydides’
Archaeology (1.2-20). So Socrates’ criticism fails to strike the target of actual practice
at the time.
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From Socrates’ criticism of the use of eikos, we would expect him to fall silent on
subjects about which he disclaims knowledge, but Socrates sometimes discourses at
great length, without having the knowledge he would need to do so with authority. Of
course, the human situation is such that we must often make decisions without know-
ledge. Such is the case in the events recounted in the Crito: Socrates and Crito agree
that they should listen only to experts, and not to the opinions of the crowd (48a). But
then, in the absence of an expert on justice, they fall back on their own long-held
beliefs about right and wrong (49a). Here (48¢) and elsewhere, Socrates takes the
agreement of his partner very seriously in the absence of expert knowledge (e.g. Gorgias
486e, ff.). What reason he might have had to do so I will not consider here. Socrates’
style of question and answer, along with his habit of fictionally attributing his strong-
est theories to people not present, insulates him from the charge that he is wielding an
authority which, as a non-expert, he does not have.

2.5. Promoting relativism. Socrates is not a relativist. Neither are most of the sophists.
Still, Socrates marks a great difference between them. Sophists generally hold that
when a virtue is beneficial, there may be something it benefits, and something it harms.
Socrates reserves “beneficial” for an absolute use: if it is beneficial, really, it is beneficial
without qualification.

As we have seen (1.5 above) the evidence is not convincing that any sophist was a
relativist with regard to truth; that is, they did not in general assert that the same
sentence could be true for one person and false for another. Many sophists, however,
seem to have made both the good and the beneficial relative to the beneficiary, as we
saw above, where I cited Protagoras’ relativism regarding the good, and Thrasymachus’
relativism regarding the beneficial. Both views seem reasonable; olive oil is good for
some creatures and bad for others, and many policies do benefit one class of people
while harming another.

Socrates does not seem to go along with either view. He pretends not to understand
what Protagoras has said (Protagoras 334d); and he implies that he cannot see how to
say what justice is without violating Thrasymachus’ prohibition (Republic 1.337b).
That prohibition, apparently, was against any definition of the form “justice is the
beneficial” that does not specify precisely who it is to be beneficial for. So it appears
that Socrates wishes to use words like “good” and “beneficial” without qualification. If
a virtue such as justice is beneficial, Socrates believes, then it is beneficial for anyone
who is affected by it, and no one — not even a criminal undergoing punishment — is
harmed by justice (Republic 1.335b—d). Punishment is supposed to impart or strengthen
virtue and thereby benefit the person punished, and, in general, the effect of any
virtue on those it touches is to make them more virtuous, and that is a benefit. If
this is Socrates’ view, it goes beyond a rejection of relativism as usually understood,
and ends with an affirmation of the use of value-words as complete or absolute
predicates. In this, Socrates is markedly different from any sophist of whom we have
knowledge.

2.6. Appealing to nature vs. convention. Socrates never appeals to convention in sup-
port of his views. Some of his partners do (Crito at 46c¢, f., Polus at Gorgias 47 1e), but
the view prevailing among sophists seems to have been that convention is a false
tyrant, and that if there is a standard for judgment, it is natural (Callicles at Gorgias
483a, ff.). Socrates does not appeal to nature, however. His only appeal is to the

44



SOCRATES AMONG THE SOPHISTS

opinion of an individual partner, one at a time, and in this he differs widely from the
sophists we know about.

2.7. Supporting democracy. Some sophists did support democracy, and some did not,
as we have seen. Socrates certainly did not, and he may have actively opposed it. How
deeply he was engaged in the opposition to the democracy in Athens is matter for
speculation. Antiphon (probably the sophist) was executed for his role in an oligarchic
plot soon after the coup of 411, but Socrates was probably not so deeply engaged.
He denies in the Apology that he took part in politics (31d, ff.), and he insists in the
Gorgias (521d) that his practices in Athens take the true form of politics; by this, in
context, he probably means that he alone undertakes the moral improvement of his
fellow citizens.

2.8. Teaching virtue. We have seen that some sophists offered to teach virtue, and
that what they meant by that is rather different from what Socrates would have meant,
had he made the claim. The difference is owing to Socrates’ theory of the soul as
depending for its health on virtue. Nothing like that theory is found in any of the
sophists.

Socrates never claims to know enough to teach virtue, and he would never charge
a fee for what he says he does not know how to do. Still, he is a teacher of virtue in the
most important way. He does not teach classes on the nature of virtue, nor does he
promulgate definitions of the virtues. Nor does he offer training sessions for those who
wish to become more virtuous. What Socrates does do is to exhort his fellow-citizens to
take thought about acquiring virtue, and he shames those who do not respond (Apology
29d, ff.). This is a unique kind of teaching, unlike anything we know of the sophists.

2.9. Seeking natural explanations. Plato shows Socrates expressing an early interest in
the explanation of natural events, which he soon abandoned (Phaedo 96a—99c¢), while
never joining the rationalist project of providing natural explanations for events
recorded in myth (Phaedrus 229d—-30a). Xenophon attributes to Socrates what is prob-
ably the earliest known natural theology, an argument for the existence of the gods
from observations of design in the physical world. But on the whole the evidence is
unanimous: Socrates’ passion is to work in the human world, and not to understand
what human beings do, but to change it.

Notes

1 Much of the material in this section I have stated more fully in Woodruff (1997). For texts
from or about sophists see Sprague (1972) and Gagarin and Woodruff (1995), hereafter
cited as GW. For more detailed studies of sophists, see Guthrie (1971), Kerferd (1981).

2 Antiphon’s identity. Some scholars hold that Antiphon the sophist was not identical to

Antiphon the politician (Pendrick 2002); others hold that he was one and the same (Gagarin

2002). On the issues, see Woodruff (2004).

Aristotle Rhetoric 2.24, 1402a23, Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 9.51.

Cole (1991), Schiappa (1990, 1999).

Gagarin (2001).

Gorgias, Helen 14 (Diels and Kranz B.11, GW 1, pp. 190-5).

Thucydides shows the demagogue Cleon only in defeat; Sophocles and Euripides never

show a clever speaker in victory. Ancient literature shows no scene like Shakespeare’s, in

NOY U W
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which Marc Anthony wins over a hostile crowd by sheer force of rhetoric, or Henry V puts
courage into a fading army.

8 Protagoras on the art of words: see the texts at GW 28—-33 (pp. 188-9).

9 For a more elaborate discussion of the varieties of relativism, see Woodruff (1997); for the
evidence that the sophists are not relativists, see Bett (1989).

10 Diels and Kranz 44. Interpretation of these matters is contested. See Woodruff (2004 ), and
the books reviewed therein.

11 Aristotle, Sophisticis Elenchis 14, 173b17.

12 Antiphon’s defense speech, GW 1, p. 219.

13 On the source of good judgment in the judicious use of eikos, see Woodruff (1994 and
1999).

14 Cole (1967).

15 Aristophanes’ comic intent blurs the moral target; what he represents as traditional values
(dikaios logos) seems equally debased. The hostility of the play to Socrates’ teaching, how-
ever, cannot be missed.

16 The author of “On the Art,” a medical text from the fifth century, was probably either a
sophist dabbling in medicine or a medical doctor dabbling in arguments such as sophists
used (Joel Mann, dissertation, 2005).

17 Kahn (1997).
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Socrates the Freethinker

RICHARD JANKO

A majority among the 500 Athenian jurors found Socrates guilty of the charge of
impiety that was brought against him in 399 BcE, and even more of them sentenced
him to death for it. Over the previous three decades scientists and intellectuals had
begun to offer increasingly radical alternatives, which many people regarded as
impious to traditional Greek religious beliefs. According to these scientists, there might
be gods inside nature, but there was no room for the supernatural (Vlastos 2000: 56).
Whether such arguments were advanced in speech or in writing, the Athenians
repeatedly voted to punish their advocates with severe penalties, including death. This
fierce reaction began with the outlawing of astronomy by the decree of Diopeithes and
the exile of the physicist Anaxagoras in the later 430s BcE, and culminated with the
execution of Socrates (Dodds 1951: 179-206). Whether or not Socrates had ever been
one of these scientists, and whether or not he believed in the supernatural, as he
clearly did, he was punished because many thought he was an “atheist” (atheos) in
the Greek sense (Brickhouse and Smith 1989). This broad term included people who
believed in new gods, in one god, or in no god at all. Socrates was indeed what we call
a “freethinker,” since he refused to submit his reason to the control of authority in
matters of religious faith (Vlastos 2000: 60), yet he certainly believed in the divine.
Even if we cannot establish beyond any doubt what he did believe, a new text from his
time offers an answer to another vital question: what did many of the jurors think he
believed, and why did such beliefs cause them so much outrage?

New Evidence for the Intellectuals’ Challenge to Greek Religion

Socrates left no philosophical writings, but other intellectuals presented their argu-
ments in written form. These, however, have largely perished. Only brief quotations
survive of the treatise in which Protagoras expressed his controversial agnosticism
about the gods and the terrors of Hades. There is still less of the work where Prodicus
argued that gods were people who had been deified for benefits they had conferred
upon the human race. However, in 1962 archaeologists excavating the remains of a
funeral pyre at Derveni in Northern Greece found the remnant of a scroll of papyrus
datable to about 330 BcE, part of which survived the flames. This scroll, known as the
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Derveni papyrus, is a copy of a treatise written within Socrates’ lifetime, as its style
proves beyond any doubt. Many years after its discovery it remains unknown even to
scholars, for several reasons. We obtained access to a complete text and translation
only recently (Laks and Most 1997), and these were soon superseded (Janko 2002).
The work has no indication of author or title. Its beginning is missing, and so are the
lower parts of each of its 26 columns of writing. Above all, nothing we knew about
early Greek thought had remotely prepared us for this treatise. Its contents are so
bizarre that nobody could make head or tail of it until the whole text was available
(Janko 1997; Laks 1997). The Athenians would have been even more appalled by it.
For this treatise is the most important new evidence since the Renaissance for the
intellectual and religious ferment which occurred in the Athens of Socrates’ time. If
rightly understood and put into its original context, it deserves to revolutionize our
understanding.

Most of the Derveni text is an allegorical, pseudo-scientific interpretation of a poem
about the creation of the world by the gods. Its author, whom I shall call “D.” for
convenience, indicates that this poem was used in mystery-cult; it was kept a strict
secret throughout antiquity by the initiates who knew it. D. ascribes the poem to the
mythical poet Orpheus, but it is likely to have been composed in about 550-500 BcE in
Pythagorean circles. The Orphic poem narrated the history of the universe, showing
how each generation of gods supplanted the previous one. It was full of shocking
episodes: Zeus deposes his father Cronus and rapes his mother Rhea, committing, like
Oedipus, the cardinal sins of Greek culture — yet doing so knowingly. Worse, Zeus
swallows the Sky-god’s penis which Cronus had chopped off, and thus engenders other
gods (column 13). The god who dethrones his father is paralleled in Hesiod's poem The
Birth of the Gods, which was fundamental to Greek religion; a god who swallows a
penis appears in a Hittite religious text that is a thousand years older, the Song of
Kumarbi. In short, these are traditional myths typical of ancient polytheism.

D. explains all these scandalous stories about the gods as an allegory for the latest
scientific theories, according to which God is the same as Air, and Air is the divine
Mind that runs the universe. If God is eternal, even the myth that He was “born” was
a scandal in need of explanation (columns 16—17) (translations are mine unless stated,
with square brackets for gaps in the text and round brackets for clarifications):

[The next verse is] “Zeus was born first, Zeus of the shining bolt was last.” [This verse
makes clear that] Zeus existed before He was named; then He was named. For Air was
pre-existent even before those things which now exist were put together, and He will
always exist; for He did not come to be, but existed. Why (Zeus) was called “Air” has been
revealed earlier (in my account). But He was thought to have been “born” because
He was named “Zeus,” as if He had not existed before. (Orpheus) said that (Air) will be
“last” because He was named “Zeus,” and this will continue to be His name so long as
the things which now exist are put together in the same element (i.e. Air) in which they
had been suspended when they were pre-existent. (Orpheus) reveals that the things
that exist became such as they are on account of (Air), and, having come to be, are all in
(Air) . ..

D.’s theories derive from two sources: first, the atomism of Leucippus, the earliest
thinker to propose that the universe consists of atoms and void, and secondly, the

49



RICHARD JANKO

molecular physics of Pericles’ friend Anaxagoras, who was exiled by the Athenians for
claiming that the sun is a red-hot stone bigger than half of Greece. D. also quotes the
notoriously obscure earlier thinker Heraclitus of Ephesus. This treatise is about as
strange as a book that argued, while citing Nietzsche, that the Book of Mormon is a
coded account of Einstein’s and Hawking’s theories about the origin of the universe.

D.’s allegorical commentary on Orpheus’ poem begins only in column 7. The pre-
ceding columns offer the key as to why he wrote his book. In them, he seems to veer
crazily between disparate topics. In column 4, he cites Heraclitus’ claim that the sun is
only one foot across:

Heraclitus, deeming our shared sensations important, rejects those which are individual.
Speaking like an allegorist, he says: “the sun, in accord with its own nature, is in breadth
the size of a human foot, and does not overshoot its limits: for if it steps outside its own
breadth, the Erinyes (i.e. Furies), allies of Justice, will discover it.”

In column 5, D. denounces the ignorance of the public, who doubt the traditional
horror-stories about the terrors of Hades that their soul may face in the afterlife. They
disbelieve them, he suggests, because they want to disbelieve them, but that is because
they do not understand them, i.e. because they take them literally:

... the terrors of Hades . . . ask an oracle . . . they ask an oracle . . . for them, we will enter
the prophetic shrine to enquire, with regard to people who seek prophecies, whether it is
permissible to disbelieve in the terrors of Hades. Why do they disbelieve? Since they do not
understand dream-visions or any of the other realities, what sort of proofs would induce
them to believe? For, since they are overcome by both error and pleasure as well, they do
not learn or believe. Disbelief and ignorance are the same thing. For if they do not learn or
comprehend, it is impossible for them to believe even if they see dream-visions.

In column 6, D. argues that the Athenian goddesses called the Eumenides (Furies) are
really the souls of the angry dead. He thinks that the sacrifices used to placate them by
magicians and by the initiates to the mysteries prove his claim:

Prayers and sacrifices placate the souls. An incantation by magoi can dislodge daimons
that become a hindrance; daimons that are a hindrance are vengeful souls. The magoi
perform the sacrifice for this reason, as if they are paying a blood-price. Onto the offerings
they pour water and milk, with both of which they also make drink-offerings. They sacri-
fice cakes which are countless and many-humped, because the souls too are countless.
Initiates make a first sacrifice to the Eumenides in the same way as magoi do; for the
Eumenides are souls. Hence someone who intends to sacrifice to the gods first [sacrifices]
a chicken . . .

This is as bizarre as if one were to argue that the rite of Holy Communion proves that
the air is full of transmigratory souls. Then there follows column 7 — the claim that
Orpheus’ poem is perfectly inoffensive, because he is speaking allegorically from begin-
ning to end, and deliberately offering riddles which need to be decoded; these riddles
are addressed only to a group of the elect, those who are “pure in hearing”:
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[T shall also prove that Orpheus composed a] hymn that tells of wholesome and lawful
things. For he was speaking allegorically with his composition, and it was impossible
(for him) to state the application of his words and what was meant. His composition is
a strange one, riddling for people. But Orpheus did not want to tell them unbelievable
riddles, but important things in riddles. In fact he is speaking allegorically from his very
first word right through to his last, as he reveals even in the well-known verse. For when
he orders them to “shut the doors” on their ears, he is stating that he is not making laws
for most people, but teaching those who are pure in hearing.

The link between the peculiar series of topics in columns 4—7 is the need for interpre-
tation. If people are to keep their faith, the rituals and holy texts must be interpreted.
Whether it is the sacrifices of the magoi or those of the initiates, whether it is the
obscure writings of Heraclitus or the shocking cosmogony of Orpheus, these things
cannot be taken literally, but demand an allegorical interpretation, which D. is only
too happy to supply.

D.’s interpretation of the poem is equally far-fetched. However, this causes him no
embarrassment. As he catalogues the crimes of the successive rulers of the universe,
explaining them all away by using allegory and etymology, he breaks off to insist once
again on the importance of interpretation and the dangers of literalism. This is in
column 20. Here he castigates the gullibility of initiates into the mysteries — not
just state-sponsored ceremonies “in the cities” like those of Demeter at Eleusis, but
especially private ones, into which one could be admitted on payment of a fee. Such
initiates may expect the priests to tell them what the ritual means, but receive no
explanation. D. implies that he knows better: he holds the key to the hidden meanings
of the rites and the Orphic scriptures that went with them, whereas scandalous myths
about the gods undermine people’s faith if they are taken literally:

I am less amazed that those people who have performed the rites and been initiated in the
cities do not comprehend them; for it is impossible to hear what is said and to learn it
simultaneously. But those who have been initiated by someone who makes a profession
of the rites are worthy of amazement and pity: amazement because, although they sup-
pose, before they perform the rite, that they will have knowledge, they go away after they
have performed it without gaining knowledge, and they make no further enquiries, as if
they knew something about what they saw, heard or learned; and pity because it does not
suffice them that they have wasted the fee which they paid beforehand, but they also go
away bereft of their judgment too. Before they perform the rites, they expect to have
knowledge; after they have performed them, they go away bereft even of their expecta-
tion. [For the sorcerors’] story appears to mean that Zeus [has intercourse| with his own
mother . . . with his mother . . . but with his sister . . . when he saw . . . [The verses] “Zeus
mounted her and begot Persuasion, Harmony and Heavenly Aphrodite” [mean
that] . . . when neither the hot had come together with the hot nor the cold with the cold.

At the end of this extract D. is claiming, in typical fashion, that the story of how Zeus
rapes his own mother and sister is an allegory for how the elements combined with
each other in the primeval vortex. For D., fundamentalist interpretation, i.e. taking
holy texts literally, is dangerous to religious faith, and allegorical interpretation is
essential.
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The Origins of Allegorical Interpretation

The allegorical approach was already a century old when D. wrote. By 500 BcE the
epic poems of Homer and Hesiod had come to play a fundamental role in the teaching
of literacy, and they had also become the basic text for Greek religion, as fundamental
to it as the Bible to Judaism or the Koran to Islam. But the Greeks had no established
clergy who saw it as their task to codify their holy texts or determine their meaning; in
a very democratic fashion their interpretation was left up to everyone, including the
poets. Difficult passages like the battle of the gods in Homer’s Iliad 20—1, where the
gods behave in an undignified way, subject to the basest of human passions, gave rise
to the earliest recorded literary criticism. The philosopher and poet Xenophanes, the
first Greek to advance the radical view that there was only one god and that he was
good, attacked Homer and Hesiod for their portrayal of the gods (fr. 1.21-4 D.-K.):

(At a banquet one must not) tell of the battles of the Titans or the Giants, nor those of the
Centaurs, fictions of men of old, or their violent dissensions — there’s nothing good in
those — but (say) that God eternally has excellent foresight.

The earliest known allegorical interpretation was probably advanced in reply to
Xenophanes. Theagenes, active in about 525 BcE, interpreted the battle of the gods as
an allegory for the conflict between the physical elements in natural science, as a later
source tells us:

Homer does not tell appropriate stories about the gods. Against such a charge some offer
a solution “from the diction,” thinking that everything is an allegorical explanation of
the nature of the elements, as in the confrontations of the gods. .. (They say) that he
composes the battles by calling fire “Apollo,” “Helios” and “Hephaestus,” water “Poseidon”
and “Scamander,” the moon “Artemis,” the air “Hera” and so on . .. Such is the type of
defense “from the diction.” It is very ancient, going back to Theagenes of Rhegium, who
first wrote about Homer.

Theagenes presumably deduced that Hera stands for Air from an anagram of the
letters of her name, HPA and AHP, in an early use of etymology.

The combination of allegory and etymology became common later in the fifth cen-
tury. Several followers of Anaxagoras practiced both allegory and etymology in the
420s. Some claimed, in interpreting a verse of Orpheus, that Zeus was “mind” and
Athena was “art” (George Syncellus, Chronicle p. 282.19 Dindorf). Anaxagoras’ disci-
ple Metrodorus interpreted the Homeric gods as allegories for the physical elements.
An early Christian writer mocks this mercilessly (Tatian, To the Greeks 2.11):

Metrodorus of Lampsacus in his book On Homer spoke very stupidly when he turned
everything into an allegory. For he says that Hera, Athena and Zeus . . . are hypostases of
nature and arrangements of elements.

Metrodorus also equated the Homeric heroes Agamemnon with the aither, Achilles
with the sun, Helen with the earth, Paris with the air, and Hector with the moon
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Another follower, Diogenes of Apollonia, praised Homer “because he spoke about the
divine not in myth but truthfully; for Homer thinks that Air is Zeus, since he says that
Zeus knows everything” (fr. A8 D.-K.). Diogenes was active before 423 BcE, when
Aristophanes caricatured his opinions in his comedy the Clouds, putting them into the
mouth of Socrates. Diogenes thought that Air is omniscient, that Air is Mind, and that
this divine Mind oversees the universe (fr. B5S D.-K.):

It seems to me that what has intelligence is what people call Air, and that by this every-
one is governed and that it rules over all things; for this very thing seems to me to be God,
to have reached everything, to arrange everything and to be in everything.

The belief that Mind is God was shared by Diogenes, by the author of the Derveni
treatise and, very possibly, by Socrates too, as we shall see.

“There Is Only One God and He Arranges Everything for the Best”

We have seen that, in the 420s BcE, followers of Anaxagoras claimed that their version
of molecular physics could be found in the poetry of Homer when it was allegorically
interpreted. The Derveni author does exactly the same, except that he transfers this
approach to the sacred Orphic scripture. D. makes the following claims about the
universe. Nothing is ever created or perishes, but only combines and separates; like is
drawn to like. The universe is ordered by God, who is the same as Zeus, Mind, Air,
Spirit, and holy Wisdom. The traditional gods are names for different stages in the
evolution of the universe; for instance Cronus, Harmony, and Aphrodite are different
names for the combining of things as like coalesces with like. Moreover, none of this
makes sense unless D. also holds that there is only one God. This God, Air, pervades
and controls everything in accord with the divine will. Indeed, God arranges every-
thing in the best possible way to suit humankind, as columns 24-5 reveal:

But (Orpheus) does not mean this when he states that (the moon) “shows”; for if he had
meant this, he would not have stated that it “shows for many” but “for all” at once, both
for those who farm the land and for sailors, showing them when they must sail, and the
season for the former. For if the moon had not come into existence, people would not have
found out the number of either the seasons or the winds . . .

Each of (the bodies other than sun and moon) is suspended of necessity, so that they
cannot join up with each other; for if it were otherwise, all those elements which have the
same power as those from which the sun was put together would join up in a lump. If God
had not desired the existence of those things which now exist, he would not have created
a sun; but he created one that became of such a kind and dimension as is explained at the
start of my account.

D.’s belief in only one God is monotheism; his claim that God is in everything is
pantheism; and his faith that God has ordered everything for the good of the human
race is teleology. His system combines the influences of the atomist Leucippus and the
physicist Anaxagoras. This same combination of beliefs and influences recurs in the
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writings of Diogenes of Apollonia. Diogenes decisively modified Anaxagoras’ physics
by giving Mind a teleological role, which Anaxagoras had not assigned to it when he
described the workings of the universe in purely mechanistic terms.

When, in the later 430s BCE, an Athenian jury voted to send Anaxagoras into exile
for impiety, it was on the ground that his materialist approach to astronomical re-
search posed a threat to traditional religion. A few years later, it seems, another jury
condemned Protagoras for impiety, although he had in fact only professed agnosti-
cism: he had dared to publish a book which declared that he did not know whether or
not there were gods. In response to such hostility, Anaxagoras’ followers, including
Diogenes, sought to reconcile the new science with traditional religious faith. Allegory
was the main method by which they sought to do this. This response helped to pro-
voke an even fiercer reaction on the Athenians’ part. When we read that Diogenes
“came close to danger in Athens” (Demetrius of Phalerum, in D.L. 9.57), we begin to
see that this was part of the reaction which culminated in Socrates’ execution.

Diagoras’ Critique of the Mysteries and His Condemnation

Since Diogenes advocated this new combination of monotheism, pantheism, and
teleology, I at first wondered whether he could himself have been the author of the
Derveni text. But the fit with D.’s system of physics is imperfect, as Laks showed (1997:
130-2). Diogenes was a monist, i.e. he held that everything is a modification of a
single primary substance, Air, which is thus immanent in everything. But D. was a
pluralist, like Anaxagoras: he thought that everything exists independently of the Air,
and that Air is both the space in which everything exists and a transcendent principle.

Another candidate for the authorship of D.’s treatise, Diagoras, sheds new light on
Socrates’ condemnation, since Diagoras too was condemned for impiety. In 415 BCE,
eight years after the first performance of Aristophanes’ Clouds, which ridicules Socrates
and Diogenes, a witch-hunt erupted in Athens. Just when the Athenians were to
embark on a catastrophic attempt to conquer Sicily, a place they could hardly locate
on the map, they awoke to find that, in the night, all the statues of the god Hermes
around the city had been smashed by unknown agents. In the ensuing panic, religious
extremists attacked supposed offenders against the traditional religion who had al-
legedly mocked the Eleusinian mysteries. The Athenians’ best admiral, Alcibiades, was
a major target; he defected to the enemy, but many other citizens were tortured, con-
demned, and executed on the evidence of informers. This was done with the support of
the priests of the mysteries at Eleusis, who had great power and prestige (Furley 1996).

In the same year or early in 414 the Athenians also condemned Diagoras of Melos
for defaming the Eleusinian mysteries and deterring would-be initiates from taking
part in the rites (T7-10 Winiarczyk). Diagoras was a lyric poet, progressive constitu-
tionalist, and philosopher of the same age as Socrates (T1-5, 9A). An early Christian
writer, well informed about the seamier side of pagan ritual and texts, says that Diagoras
was condemned because he divulged the secrets of both the Orphic scriptures and the
mysteries of Demeter at Eleusis (T27). Diagoras fled to a small town in the Peloponnese
to escape the Athenians’ wrath. Aristophanes includes two jokes about his escape in
his play the Birds (1073, 1421), performed in the spring of 414.
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Ancient sources list Diagoras among the “physicists” (physikoi) who speculated in
their writings about the nature of the universe (T1-3). The fragments of his verse
make a poet’s typically vague references to “god,” daimon, and destiny. This led one
philosopher to deny that he wrote the “atheistic” prose treatise which also bore his
name (T69). But another source says Diagoras had been a believer at first, only to lose
his faith when someone who swore a false oath went unpunished by the gods; he then
wrote a prose work presenting his views (T67).

In 399 BCE, the year of Socrates’ condemnation, the prosecutor in another impiety
trial reminded the Athenians of Diagoras’ misdeeds ([Lysias] 6.17-18). He called the
accused, Andocides, “far more impious than Diagoras; for Diagoras committed impiety
in word against other people’s holy rites and festivals, whereas the accused did so in
deed against those of his own city,” i.e. the Eleusinian mysteries. Since he claims that
the accused “does not believe in gods,” he clearly expects the jury to accept that Diagoras
was an “atheist.” As we saw, in using the term “atheist” (atheos) the Athenians did not
distinguish between those who believed in new gods, different from those in which the
city believed, only one god or no god at all. A century later the philosopher Epicurus
gives us a vital detail about Diagoras’ “atheism.” He reports that Diagoras and other
thinkers of the time altered the letters in the names of the traditional gods in order to
deny their existence (Philodemus, On Pity I 518—41 Obbink):

Epicurus criticized as quite mad those who abolish the gods from reality, as also in his
On Nature book XII he criticizes Prodicus, Diagoras, Critias and others, saying they are
insane, mad and like raving lunatics, bidding them not trouble or bother us. For they
alter the letters in the names of the gods.

In other words, Prodicus, Diagoras, and Socrates’ “pupil” Critias used etymology to
explain away the existence of the gods, as Theagenes had done when he claimed that
the goddess Hera is actually the air on the ground that “Hera” (HPA) is an anagram
of the Greek word for “air” (AHP). Such an approach may seem trivial and absurd to
us, but to the average Athenian it was gross blasphemy that endangered the safety
of the state. For if gods did not exist, what power was there to uphold the sanctity of
laws and contracts, which depended on people swearing by the gods to keep their
promises?

Diagoras of Melos and the Faith of Socrates

Like Diagoras, Socrates was punished not for his deeds but “for his words,” as an
orator put it in 361/0 BCE (Hyperides fr. 55). It was not his behavior but his teachings
that mattered. At his trial for impiety, Socrates was careful to distinguish between his
faith in his inner divine voice (daimonion) and atheism as we understand it; nobody
who knows all the historical sources, notably Plato and Xenophon, can question the
depth of his faith in the divine. However, Aristophanes’ comedies and Athenian law-
court speeches show that most people confused belief in new gods with belief in no
gods at all. As part of his initiation by Socrates into the mysteries of his Think-Tank,
the bumpkin Strepsiades has learned that he must no longer swear oaths by Zeus. He
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tells his son Phidippides that he must now swear by Dinos (“Vortex”), because Dinos
has supplanted Zeus (Clouds 828—-30):

STREPSIADES: Dinos is king, now he’s driven out Zeus . . .
PuIpIPPIDES:  Who says so?
STREPSIADES:  Socrates the Melian.

When Strepsiades says that “Socrates the Melian” taught him this, he equates the
Athenian Socrates with Diagoras from Melos. In Aristophanes’ joke Zeus is ousted by a
new god whose name, Dinos, resembles that of Zeus etymologically, because Zeus’
name often appears in Greek in the form Dios. However, this new god also represents
the whirling “Vortex” of air which was thought to encompass the universe, i.e. a
physical element. Aristophanes’ joke, like D.’s treatise, combines a materialist explana-
tion for the universe with a belief in God and reference to a divine succession. The
reference to swearing oaths recalls the story of Diagoras’ loss of faith. It does not of
course follow from this joke that Diagoras was an atheist in the modern sense; “Dinos”
is a new god and the physical element Air at the same time. Diagoras could well have
believed that God is Air — because this is exactly what we find in the Derveni treatise!

The Derveni papyrus is, I believe, a copy of Diagoras’ book which so enraged the
Athenians that they decreed his assassination without trial. As Laks perceived (1997:
126), “the attack on religious obscurantism was made in the name of ‘holiness’.”
By reinterpreting the Orphic cosmogony and mocking the Orphic initiates in column
20 of the text, Diagoras would have made his audiences question whether it was
worth the trouble and expense of getting initiated. He would certainly have offended
the priests who peddled salvation from the terrors of Hades (the topic of column 5)
by offering initiation to those feeling in need of indulgence for their sins. They would
have been furious that Diagoras divulged the sacred text of Orpheus in the process of
offering his allegorical interpretation of it. The ultimate outrage would have been the
allegory itself — the interpretation of the holy poem as a coded version of the latest
physics, and the equation of God with a material element, Air. The priests at Eleusis
too would have been angered by the mockery of public initiation in column 20 and the
revelations about the initiates’ sacrifices to the Eumenides, specifically Athenian deities,
in column 6. The claim that the daimones and Eumenides are the souls of the dead
would also have given offence.

We already knew about the backlash against the new physics from Plutarch’s
description (Life of Nicias 23.2-3):

Men could not abide the natural philosophers (physikoi) and “astronomaniacs”
(meteoroleschai), as they were then called, because they reduced the divine agency down
to irrational causes, blind forces, and necessary incidents. Even Protagoras had to go
into exile, Anaxagoras was with difficulty rescued from imprisonment by Pericles, and
Socrates, although he had nothing whatever to do with such matters, nevertheless lost
his life because of philosophy. (trans. B. Perrin, adapted)

Scholars have often tried to minimize the Athenians’ persecution of scientists and
intellectuals, arguing that the trial of Socrates was an isolated case (Dover 1976;
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Parker 1996: 199-217; Kraut 2000). But even if some of the evidence is contradic-
tory or unreliable, more than enough remains to prove that there was an increasingly
fierce anti-intellectual climate and that it was centered on “atheism.” Any reader of
the Clouds with a sense of humor, experience of persecution, or (best of all) both should
find it hard not to take its final scene very seriously. We see Socrates’ Think-Tank, the
first university the world had seen, burned down with the thinkers inside. Aristophanes
probably got the idea from a historically attested attack in about 454 on a meeting-
house of the leaders of the Pythagorean sect at Croton in Southern Italy; most were
burned alive (Kopff 1977 Van der Warden 1979: 217-21; Huffman 1993: 2-3). A
few years later, the Athenians decreed the death of Diagoras.

Socrates Against the Poets

After Diagoras fled Athens, nobody had any reason to correct the Athenians’ misap-
prehension about his beliefs. Although he was a theistic materialist, he remained a
byword for “atheism.” His case led other intellectuals to become both more cautious
and more radical. It was not enough to explain away the scandalous myths of the
poets by using the method of allegory and etymology employed by Metrodorus,
Diogenes, and Diagoras. Instead, the role of traditional poetry both in education and in
public and religious life needed to be challenged more fundamentally. This step was
probably taken, following Xenophanes' precedent, by Socrates himself (McPherran
1996: 112-16, 289). His questioning of the poets is well attested by Plato (Apology
22a-c, Protagoras 340b—347a); indeed his chief accuser, Meletus, was “angry on
behalf of the poets” (Apology 23e).

In his lost pamphlet Accusation Against Socrates published in 393/2 BcE, the rhetori-
cian Polycrates celebrated Socrates’ execution by putting a speech into the mouth of
his second prosecutor, the politician Anytus. The later author Libanius still knew
Polycrates” work and used it in a declamation which replies to it; he defends Socrates
at length for criticizing the poets, showing that they had themselves advocated out-
rageous behavior (Apology of Socrates 62—126). Libanius also denies that Socrates
resembled the “sophists” Anaxagoras, Protagoras, and Diagoras, with whom the
Athenians were right to be angry (Apology of Socrates 154-5):

Anaxagoras was justly imprisoned for his impiety regarding the sun and moon; you
banished Protagoras fairly and appropriately for asking whether the gods exist or not;
you were wise to promise a reward for the person who would kill Diagoras, since he
mocked Eleusis and the ineffable mysteries; but who can say that there is a book or an
argument about the gods by Socrates that is contrary to law? As you cannot show us one,
Anytus, even if you cite a myriad of sophists who have been ruined you still do not
convict Socrates.

This shows that Polycrates, and most probably Socrates’ real prosecutors, did accuse
him on these grounds. In the Euthyphro Plato makes Socrates meet Euthyphro, a reli-
gious fanatic, as the “young and ignorant” Meletus (2b) must have been. Euthyphro
takes all the myths literally (6b—c), including the story that Zeus imprisoned his father
Cronus (6a) and even more shocking events than that, which are not known to the
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public (6b); he must mean the Orphic myths. He immediately assumes that Socrates is
being prosecuted because of his belief in his daimonion (3b). But when he mentions the
story that Zeus punished his father, Socrates asks whether he is himself being pros-
ecuted for impiety because he finds tales of divine conflict distasteful (6a). He implies
that he does find them so, that everyone should, and that this was indeed one explana-
tion for the accusation. What would have offended most of the jurymen, however,
was not criticism of the traditional myths in itself, which was practiced even by pious
poets like Pindar, but their “atheistic” interpretation in terms of the new scientific
materialism. Now that the Derveni treatise shows what such interpretations entailed,
we need not continue to debate whether Socrates was condemned for challenging the
myths or for his alleged atheism; by now many Athenians thought “atheism” went
hand in hand with the reinterpretation of myth.

Socrates’ successors continued his criticism of the poets. In 391 Bck his pupil Isocrates,
in what he presents as a reply to Polycrates’ praise of Busiris, was in fact replying to
his attack on Socrates. Rejecting the claim that Socrates was guilty of impiety, he
accuses the poets, and especially Orpheus, of being the ones who are truly guilty,
because of the horrible myths which they recount: many poets were punished for
what they said by suffering poverty, blindness, exile, or, in the case of Orpheus, being
torn apart. Isocrates wants nothing to do with such myths or those who propagate
them: “we shall consider both those who say such things, and those who believe them,
to be equally guilty of impiety” (Busiris 38—40). Although he charges the poets, along
with the wider public, with gross impiety for uttering and believing such stuff, he
ignores allegorical interpretation as a possible solution to the problem. Plato went
even further. In his Republic, where he calls for the censorship of the poetry used in
education, he explicitly rejects allegory as a way out (3.378d—e):

One must not admit into the city the imprisonment of Hera by her son and the ejection of
Hephaestus by his father, when he was about to protect his mother from a beating, and
battles among the gods such as Homer has composed — whether with allegorical inter-
pretations or without them. For a young person is unable to judge what can have an
allegorical interpretation and what cannot.

If Homer’s poems are not censored as he recommends, then they should be entirely
banned from the ideal state. At the end of the century Epicurus rejected the traditional
paideia as vigorously as he rejected atheism (fr. 163; cf. fr. 117). Religion, philosophy,
science, and the attack on the poets were by now inextricably linked.

The Religion of Socrates and His Condemnation

Socrates’ own beliefs have been endlessly debated, and they could of course have
changed during his long career. In his latter years, he famously claimed that he knew
nothing except that he knew that he knew nothing. Aristophanes’ Clouds alleges, as
we have seen, that he held the views of Diogenes of Apollonia and of Diagoras of
Melos. Even if this was false, people certainly believed it, as the evidence for Polycrates’
pamphlet shows.
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Socrates was condemned for many and varied reasons. He was hated by a powerful
group of adversaries with different motives, and if he had not offered so unyielding a
defense he might have been acquitted (Colaiaco 2001: 216—-23). Some jurymen found
him guilty on political grounds, even though this was illegal because of the recent
amnesty. A later orator (Aeschines 1.73) says he was condemned because he had
“educated” Plato’s uncle Critias, the antidemocratic leader of the reign of terror by the
Thirty Tyrants in 404-3 BcE; others, including Plato, felt the need to explain the fact
that he had “educated” Alcibiades, who turned against Athens, came back, and left
again (Plato depicts Alcibiades as impossible to teach). Plato once hints that the mod-
erate politician Anytus, who could not have attacked him openly on political grounds,
prosecuted him as a pro-Spartan follower of the oligarchs and a danger to the restored
democracy, since his sophistical teachings corrupted the young (Meno 91c-92b). His
critiques of democracy certainly contributed to this view (Kraut 2000: 15). Attack
from behind the veil of religion was a good form of defense for some who had partici-
pated in the misdeeds of the Thirty Tyrants: thus one source (Andocides, On the Mys-
teries 94) alleges that the poet Meletus, who prosecuted him, was involved in the
murder of Leon of Salamis under that régime, a crime in which Plato’s Socrates openly
states that he refused to take part (Apology 32c—d).

But others certainly felt threatened for religious reasons; thus Meletus charged him
with introducing new gods that had not been approved by the city. According to
Plato’s Apology, when Socrates challenged him in court he modified his charge into an
accusation of atheism in the modern sense, which Socrates easily refutes. According to
both Plato and Xenophon, Socrates affirmed his belief in his “divine voice” (daimonion);
one must recall that columns 3 and 6 of the Derveni treatise express belief in daimones,
as does Socrates (Plato, Apology 27c). An attentive reader will notice, however, that
Socrates never directly answers the charge that he believed in gods other than those in
which the city believes (Burnyeat 1997; Colaiaco 2001: 26-30).

There should be no doubt that, despite his claim to know only that he knew noth-
ing, Socrates had strong beliefs about the divine. According to Xenophon, he was a
teleologist who held that god arranges everything for the best (Mem. 1.4, 4.3). Accord-
ing to Plato, when Meletus accuses Socrates of believing that the sun and moon are
made of stone and earth, he replies that these are Anaxagoras’ ideas, not his (Apology
26d—e). But in the Phaedo (97d-98a) Socrates says that he was once attracted to
Anaxagoras’ materialist thought, only to reject it precisely because it gave Mind no
teleological role in the Universe. This is exactly the difference between Anaxagoras’
views and those of his followers like Diogenes of Apollonia and the author of the
Derveni papyrus, who both give Mind such a role. In Aristophanes’ Clouds Diogenes’
doctrines are the “mysteries” into which the comic poet’s caricature of Socrates “initi-
ates” his pupils. The evidence of the Phaedo and the Clouds strongly suggests that, at
least during the 420s, Socrates himself was attracted to a teleological adaptation of the
doctrines of Anaxagoras. Other sources report that Socrates was taught by a pupil of
Anaxagoras called Archelaus (60A 3, 5, 7, D.-K.). The beliefs of Anaxagoras’ followers,
whether or not Socrates ever shared them, played a major part in his condemnation.

This new faith amounted to nothing less than belief in a new god, the divine Mind
or Spirit that orders all things. This is very different from the traditional myths and
poems about many different gods who could be in conflict with each other and who
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treated one another disgracefully. Since the Athenians counted as “atheists” both those
who believed in new gods and those who believed in only one god, Anaxagoras’ followers
certainly fell into that category. One source says “Diagoras was a lyric poet who also
introduced new gods, like Socrates” (schol. Ar. Frogs 320). Whether or not Socrates
secretly shared this faith, the fact that he demanded a higher conception of the divine
explains why he does not reply directly to Meletus’ charge that he believed in gods
other than those in which the city believed (McPherran 2000: 100-1). Plato makes
the Republic begin with Socrates going to participate in a procession to celebrate the
arrival of a new deity, the Thracian goddess Bendis, and the Phaedo ends with Socrates
requiring the sacrifice of a cock to another newly introduced deity, Asclepius, as A.
D’Angour pointed out to me. If the Athenians themselves could accept new gods, Plato
implies, how could they accuse Socrates of impiety when he had only done the same?

The Dangers of Freethinking in Classical Athens

Diagoras’ newly recovered treatise dates from the 420s Bce. This sensational text re-
veals exactly how, after the outlawing of research into astronomy in the 430s, spiritu-
ally inclined freethinkers tried to reconcile their new scientific understanding with the
Greeks’ traditional polytheistic religion, with its shocking myths and peculiar rites.
Instead, some of them advocated not materialist atheism or even agnosticism (for
which, respectively, Anaxagoras and Protagoras were condemned), but teleological
monotheism, with a single god who is identical with Mind and Air (we might say
“Spirit,” i.e. “breath”), and who arranges everything for the best. Democritus confirms
the contemporary appeal of this belief (fr. B30 D.-K.; “not” is my insertion):

Among the intellectuals <not> a few stretch out their arms in the place which we Greeks
now call “Air” and say “all things are called Zeus, and he knows all things and gives and
takes them away, and he is king of all things.”

These thinkers deemed their new belief compatible with the latest scientific theories
and discoveries. Indeed, followers of Anaxagoras like Diogenes and Diagoras tried to
prove this by applying the new techniques of allegory and etymology to the interpreta-
tion of holy texts like the poetry of Homer and Orpheus and of rituals like the Mysteries,
arguing that they cannot be taken literally but convey scientific truth. But this
attempt to reconcile the new science with traditional religion was so threatening
to the religious establishment that it caused a fundamentalist backlash, when death
sentences were passed first on Diagoras and then on Socrates.

Socrates’ claim that he knew nothing except that he knew that he knew nothing
proved insufficient to deflect the charge that he was teaching a new religion. After his
execution his disciples had powerful reasons for concealing his real or alleged relation
to such religious beliefs, and particularly so if they held similar beliefs themselves: they
wanted to continue to teach in Athens without being convicted of impiety. Aristotle
had to leave Athens when, in 322 BcE, the chief priest at Eleusis brought against
him a charge of impiety (D.L. 5.5); Aristotle dryly observed that he would not let the
Athenians sin against philosophy a second time (Vit. Masc. 41). Perhaps to protect
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themselves from such charges, philosophers after Socrates strongly condemned
atheism in its modern sense. I cited above Epicurus’ denunciation of Diagoras and
other “atheists,” even though he and his followers were often accused of atheism
themselves. Plato’s Laws prescribes savage punishments for atheists (10.907d-909d).
However, by “atheists” he means those who deny that the universe is ruled by God or
Mind (899c). His addition of “Mind” proves that, for him as for the followers of
Anaxagoras, it was pious to believe that God is Mind.

The new text unveils nothing less than the Greek equivalent of the Reformation
and Counter-Reformation. The fundamentalists’ reaction had profound effects on the
development of both science and philosophy. The brilliant scientific insights and inves-
tigations, notably atomic theory, begun by the pre-Socratic philosophers were halted,
and no advance would be made in them until the seventeenth century. Meanwhile,
the new monotheism of Anaxagoras’ successors became the hidden faith of many
intellectuals; its influence on the beliefs of such figures as Euripides, Antisthenes, Plato,
Aristotle, the Stoics, the Gnostics, the Neoplatonists, and the more mainstream reli-
gious movements will turn out to have been enormous. Miraculous episodes in the
history of thought, like fifth-century Athens, the Renaissance, or the Enlightenment,
only occur when politics and religion let them happen. The fractured geography of
Greece dictated that there be no strong central state; there was no organized clergy
or church to regulate freedom of thought either. Most Greeks were free to think as
they liked, and some of them did so, to remarkable effect. But under the pressures of
military overambition and defeat, exaggerated fears, religious fundamentalism, and a
constitution that granted the people unchecked power, the Athenians, proud inventors
of democracy, halted scientific and philosophical progress by persecuting those whose
ideas they judged to be dangerous, above all Socrates. Although his followers aptly
punished them by making Athens into the greatest educational center of the ancient
world, their intolerance still had disastrous consequences, because science and free-
thinking took 2,000 years to rediscover the paths to knowledge that the Greeks had
first explored. By his death, Socrates signalled the moral of the story: legal limits to
political and religious authority are vital to the intellectual progress of civilization.
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How Does Socrates’ Divine Sign
Communicate with Him?

A. A. LONG

One of the strangest features of Socrates’ personality was his claim to frequently experi-
ence and instantly obey the warnings of a daimonion — a divine voice or sign — that
came to him privately and unpredictably, when he was often about to perform some
action. We can be certain that Socrates’ claims to experience this divine visitation
influenced his indictment for impiety or worshipping new, non-Athenian gods (Plato,
Euthyphro 3b5; Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.1.2), and that it strongly contributed to the
general sense of his being weird even among those who did not see him as a threat to
religious tradition. In this chapter I want to ask what we should make of Socrates’
daimonic experience and how it comports with his professed commitment to live a
self-examined life —i.e. acting always and only on the basis of what he finds, on careful
reflection, to be the best of reasons. Before discussing the divine sign or daimonion, 1
offer a few words of general orientation.

Socrates was raised in a polytheistic society whose religious practices were grounded
in ritual, ceremony, and sacrifice. Divinities were believed, through their statues, to be
visibly accessible by inhabiting the temples dedicated to them, and to deliver signs of
their favor or disfavor through auspices, dreams, and oracles. Interpretation of such
signs was the profession of priests and necromancers. Apollo’s Delphic priestess was
presumed to be directly inspired by the god and, as such, was quite exceptional. Ordi-
nary persons, unlike Socrates, did not hear or expect to hear the voice of a divinity.

How did Socrates position himself in regard to traditional practices and beliefs? On
the one hand, as we can see in Plato’s dialogue Euthyphro, he was strongly opposed to
an uncritical acceptance of mythology. Rather than take the gods to be a collection of
erratic and competing superpowers, Socrates appears to have had a unitary (I don’t
mean monotheistic) conception of divinity as an always benevolent, truthful, authori-
tative, and wise agency." In his conception of the divine, it never lies or cheats or acts
for any purpose other than the best. How could Socrates be convinced of this concep-
tion, so radically different from that of his society in general? The answer seems to be
— that he took divinity to operate according to the highest standards of rationality. If
we, operating with our own intellects, could only figure out the right thing to do or to
believe with compelling reasons, we would know what divinity itself approved.

On the other hand, Socrates was not so unremittingly rationalistic in his religious
outlook as to reject traditional beliefs in divine communication through dreams and
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oracles. Plato represents him, at the beginning of the Phaedo (60e), as “making music”
(composing poetry) in obedience to a type of dream he has often had, a dream he takes
to have a divine origin; and in the Apology (21b) Socrates emphatically declares that
his reason for going around Athens and interrogating people about their beliefs was to
try to understand why the oracle to his friend Chaerephon had declared that no one
was wiser than himself. The oracle puzzled Socrates, because he was convinced that
he lacked authentic wisdom, but, rather than dismiss it, he supposed that the god could
not lie, and therefore it was incumbent on him to uncover the oracle’s obscure truth.

Perhaps Socrates treated reason and faith as independent sources of motivation, as
many moderns do. Rather than endorse that presumption, which looks dangerously
anachronistic in imputing to him a Christian, Judaic, or Islamic type of religious belief,
we should start from the hypothesis that Socrates’ rationality and religiosity were fully
consistent with one another in his own eyes. Accordingly we would expect them to
be completely implicated, the one with the other. That is to say, we would expect
him to suppose that truths of reason are theologically sanctioned, and, equally, that
theological sanctions are grounded in reason. The question I now come to, after these
preliminaries, is what we should make of Socrates’ divine sign and how we should
interpret its way of communicating with him.

Over the last two decades Socrates’ divine sign has attracted much scholarly atten-
tion. This is a welcome trend because few facts about the historical Socrates are better
attested and more striking. Neither Plato nor Xenophon offers us much by way of
psychological analysis of Socrates’ daimonic visitations. These authors are consistent
in describing the experience as the intermittent “voice” or “sign” from a god, and Plato
sometimes has Socrates refer to it as “the customary divine sign” (Euthydemus 272e4;
Phaedrus 242b9). His fullest account of it (Apology 31c—d) occurs in the context of
Socrates’ explaining to the jurors at his trial why he has lived a strictly private life:

The reason for this is something you have heard me frequently mention in different places
— namely, the fact that I experience something divine and daimonic, as Meletus has in-
scribed in his indictment, by way of mockery. It started in my childhood, the occurrence
of a particular voice. Whenever it occurs, it always deters me from the course of action I
was intending to engage in, but it never gives me positive advice. It is this that has opposed
my practicing politics, and I think its doing so has been absolutely fine.

Socrates then gives his jurors an explicit justification for the correctness of the sign’s
warning him not to pursue a political life. The order of events is as follows: (1) Socrates
thought he should enter politics; (2) the sign told him not to do so; (3) he obeyed the
sign by refraining from politics; (4) retrospectively he figured out why the sign’s pro-
hibition was correct.

Typically, Plato has Socrates say that the opposition of the daimonion occurs imme-
diately after he had formed an intention to do the opposite of what the divine voice
subsequently prohibits. The implication is that Socrates is told not to do what he
previously thought he had good reason to do. Note the emphasis on his checked inten-
tion in Plato, at Phaedrus 242b9 and Euthydemus 272e1. Note also, very importantly,
that he takes the absence of the sign as giving him a positive endorsement of what he
is doing (Apology 40a4).
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According to Xenophon (Memorabilia 1.1.4), the divine sign gave Socrates explicitly
positive as well as negative injunctions, and did so not only for himself but also for
his friends. I shall say nothing about this difference from Plato’s reports (setting aside
the probably inauthentic Theages 128d1, according to which the sign gave Socrates
admonitions concerning friends).?

Socrates, of course, was not unique in hearing prohibitive or prescriptive voices that
impact the mind without the mediation of uttered speech. St. Paul and St. Joan are two
powerful figures who also laid claim to have had such paranormal visitations. There
must be a large psychological literature on such experiences. I have not made use of it,
but I shall assume that in the saintly and Socratic instances we are not dealing with
shamming, derangement, or simple self-deception. We should credit Socrates and the
others with experiences that were not dream-like but palpable, vivid, and endowed
with sufficient semantic content to be understood, or at least representable to con-
sciousness, in ordinary language.

* %k ko

Modern scholars differ in their assessments of Socrates’ sign experience and its bear-
ing or nonbearing on his professed devotion to rational inquiry. Before I outline this
controversy, I need to make some clarifications. We can study Socrates’ sign experi-
ence from three perspectives. First, by pursuing the clues that Plato and Xenophon
offer us, we can ask, in a purely psychological and nonhistorical way, what kind of
experience Socrates attributed to the divine sign’s mediation, and how this experience
impacted his consciousness. In other words, we can ask what was going on in Soc-
rates’ head, or what he experienced as going on in his head, when he described himself
as hearing the daimonic voice. After all, Socrates was subject to the divine sign, or to
what he described as such, irrespective of his own or Plato’s understanding of how it
impacted his mind.

Secondly, we can ask whether or how Socrates’ reports of this experience and his
responses to it cohere with the philosophical and theological commitments that, ac-
cording to Plato, guided his life. Such commitments would include (1) his trust in the
truth of the Delphic oracle, which initiated his testing the wisdom of his interlocutors;
(2) his respect for dreams and other forms of divination; and (3) his practice of inves-
tigating the ethical beliefs of himself and other persons, motivated both by his own
profession of ignorance concerning the exact truth pertaining to such things as justice
and his conviction that it is better to be confuted of ignorance about such things than
to think one knows them when one does not: i.e. Socrates’ practice of elenctic argu-
ment by question and answer.

Thirdly, we can pursue a strictly historical inquiry into the cultural context pertain-
ing to Socrates’ daimonic experience; by which I mean both what Plato the author
presumes that his readers will bring to the text in terms of their own theological and
psychological outlook and also what other ancient thinkers like Plutarch made of that
text. We today probably suppose that someone who claims to hear a divine voice is
simply insane or seriously deluded. Yet, none of Socrates’ contemporaries or later
interpreters, apparently, took him to be mad, though they found him quite peculiar in
this respect as in many other respects. Under this perspective, we can ask whether
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readers in antiquity supposed Socrates to be literally “out of his mind” when he claimed
to have these experiences, or, rather, to be in his mind but not in it in a way that would
be intersubjectively accessible to ordinary people.

In the next part of the chapter, I will focus on the second perspective — the coherence
of Socrates’ sign experience with his professed philosophical methodology — since it is
this issue that has most concerned modern scholars. I shall then proceed to the first
and third perspectives — Socrates’ psychological and subjective experience and the
cultural context — drawing on Plutarch’s essay On Socrates’ Divine Sign. At the end I
shall try to bring all three of these perspectives together. The value of distinguishing
them should become clearer as I outline the main points that have been debated be-
tween modern scholars.

According to Vlastos (1991), Socrates must have regarded the divine sign, just like
dreams, as communicating to him, unlike elenctic argument by question and answer,
through “extra-rational channels” (167). Vlastos supports his claim by citing Apology
33c. There Socrates says: “The practice of interrogating those who think they are
wise, but actually are not, has been commanded to me, as I maintain, by the god
through divinations and through dreams and every other means through which
divine apportionment has ever commanded anyone to do anything.” With this passage,
which has as its context Socrates’ response to the Delphic oracle, as reported to him by
Chaerephon, Vlastos juxtaposes the following passage, spoken by Socrates to Crito
(46b): “Not now for the first time, but always, I am the sort of man who is persuaded
by nothing in me except the argument (logos) which appears to be the best when I
reason about it.”

Vlastos then asks whether we can make sense of the fact that, apparently, Socrates
finds these two commitments — to follow argument wherever it may lead and to obey
divine commands conveyed to him through extrarational channels — in perfect har-
mony. He responds that there is no conflict. In particular, we should not suppose that
Socrates took the intimations of his daimonion to give him “a source of moral know-
ledge apart from reason and superior to it, yielding the certainty which is conspicu-
ously lacking in the findings of his elenctic searches” (ibid.). Taking Socrates to view
his sign experience in the way he assesses other instances of divination, where the
diviner is “out of his mind,” Vlastos (170-1) rejects the idea that Socrates took himself
to have “two distinct systems of justified belief.” There is no need to think that Soc-
rates’ commitments to obey the sign and to engage in the elenchus were in conflict,
“because only by the use of his own critical reason can Socrates determine the true
meaning of any of these signs.” Thus, for Vlastos, it is exclusively the Crito passage
that tells us how Socrates’ conceived of reason — namely, that which can be submitted
to the strictly fallible procedure of elenctic testing; much less, then, can Socrates have
regarded the mere occurrences of the daimonion as rational and reliable sources of
moral knowledge. All that he can get from the daimonion is “subjective reassurance,”
supplementary to but never capable of challenging his own reasoning (Vlastos, in
Smith and Woodruff 2000: 191).

Mark McPherran (1996) follows Vlastos in characterizing the sign as an “extra-
rational” phenomenon (189), and he goes part way towards Vlastos in proposing
that, whenever possible, Socrates subjects the sign to “rational confirmation” (187).
The sign, according to McPherran, does not provide Socrates with “expert” moral
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knowledge, but, contra Vlastos, we should view it as an “extra-rational” source “for
the construction of particular moral knowledge claims that are themselves rationally
grounded, if not wholly rational in origin” (191).® Unlike Vlastos, McPherran credits
the sign with “sufficient epistemic significance to challenge the ‘exclusive authority of
secular reason’” (194). Not unfairly, he says that for Vlastos the sign is taken to be no
more than a “hunch” (191).

My own sympathies are largely with McPherran. In particular, I agree with his
writing (195) that Vlastos was not warranted in assimilating the status Socrates as-
cribes to his sign consciousness to the “out of the mind” condition he accords to dreams
and other prophecies. Moreover, by calling the sign’s effects on Socrates “reassurance,”
Vlastos reverses the order of events because the sign, when it occurs, does not reassure
Socrates’ about any of his prior beliefs but abruptly checks his prior intentions. What
the divine sign gives to Socrates is not the kind of generalized true belief about moral
concepts that Socrates sought by reasoning with his interlocutors, but intuitive cer-
tainty concerning the nonrectitude of a quite particular action he was contemplating.
This intuitive certainty is something quite different from the full-blooded moral know-
ledge that Socrates consistently disclaimed having. Hence I don't think Vlastos need
have worried about the sign’s conflicting with Socrates’ practice of the elenchus.

Even McPherran, however, concedes much too much to Vlastos in supposing that
the sign should be called an “extra-rational” phenomenon. If, of course, we take the
extrarational to include anything that has an allegedly divine source, or anything that
is not established by discursive reasoning, that description would be correct. However,
its correctness seems to me to be highly questionable, for at least two considerations,
one historical and the other philosophical. The historical consideration — on which
more later — is that the mature Plato believed, and very likely Socrates believed, that
the divine voice is quintessentially rational and that human rationality is itself a divine
gift. Indeed Xenophon has Socrates, in answer to a question about the daimonion, say
that “the human soul partakes of divinity” (Memorabilia 4.3.14). The philosophical
objection — on which also more later — is that the divine sign or voice appears to deliver
messages with semantic, if not fully propositional, content. Indeed Vlastos accepts that
the sign tells Socrates not to do this or that in Greek words he can understand (Smith
and Woodruff 2000: 185).

You don’t have to be a Wittgensteinian to regard semantic content or linguistic
consciousness as the essence of rationality as such. Plato does not represent Socrates
as taking the voice of the daimonion to be analogous to a mere hunch or feeling; rather,
what it delivers to him is something of the form “Don’t do what you had thought of
doing,” or, as Brickhouse and Smith say (1994: 195), “Stop here and now,” or per-
haps better than either of these formulations — to do justice to the fact that Socrates
sometimes associates the sign with prophecy — we should hypothesize its form as that
of a conditional: “If you do what you are minded on doing, you will not act rightly,
or, you will fail to fare well.” If Socrates was as committed to rationality as Vlastos
proposes, it becomes very hard to see how he could honor this commitment unless he
regarded the voice of the daimonion, which he always instantly obeys, as rationally
sourced and grounded.

We may worry, as Vlastos does, if such an imperative or conditional is not accom-
panied by any formulated explanations; and we should distinguish (as Brickhouse and
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Smith [1994: 194-5] carefully do) between Socrates’ own ratiocinations and the per-
emptory voice of the daimonion. But it seems arbitrary to regard its prohibitions as
simply falling within the domain of the extrarational, especially since Socrates has no
difficulty, in many cases, in providing them with explicit reasons. I sympathize with
Brickhouse and Smith, who say (1994: 193) “we must not simply assume that Socrates
would consider the monitions of his daimonion as non-rational signs,” and I equally
sympathize with their allowing such monitions to count as giving him a reason to be
persuaded of something.*

Thus far, then, I take myself to have confirmed my initial proposal that Socrates
took his rationality and religiosity to be fully consistent with one another. What
the perspective of Vlastos and his critics leaves quite undetermined, however, is the
psychological nature of Socrates’ divine sign experience and the channels of communi-
cation by which the divine voice reaches him. For suggestions about these matters I
turn to the Platonist Plutarch, writing some 450 years later than Plato and Xenophon.

& 3k ok ok

In his work On Socrates’ Divine Sign, Plutarch offers accounts of Socrates’ experience
that run the gamut from reductive rationalization to other-worldly revelation.” We
are not obliged to find anything that Plutarch says authoritative since he was in no
better position than we are to make sense of the divine sign. Nonetheless, Plutarch’s
essay is not only of great interest both historically and conceptually. It also anticipates
the modern debate I have summarized concerning the question of whether Socrates’
rationality and interrogative (or elenctic) practice are compatible with his according
an independent authority to the divine sign.

Plutarch’s essay is a long and complex work. Though much discussed from literary
perspectives, its suggestions about Socrates’ daimonion have been surprisingly neglected,
especially by historians of philosophy.® Socrates’ divine sign provides Plutarch with his
essay'’s title, but this theme is actually ancillary to the work as a whole. Composed
largely as a dialogue between numerous persons, including the Simmias of Plato’s
Phaedo, its main frame is a report at Athens of a Theban conspiracy that liberated
the city from Spartan rule in 379 BcE. Soon after we first encounter the conspirators,
they start to discuss mysterious findings at the excavation of a tomb. They then learn
that an Italian Pythagorean is about to arrive, on a mission inspired by dreams and
apparitions, to collect the remains of a certain Lysis from that person’s tomb, “unless
forbidden by some daimonion in the night” (579F).

On hearing this, one of the company, called Galaxidorus, protests about the
prevalence of superstition and more especially about the tendency for prominent persons
to give a bogus veneer of sanctity to what are, in reality, their quite ordinary thoughts.
Authentic philosophy, he says, relies exclusively on reason for its ethical teaching.
Witness Socrates’ devotion to unadorned truth (580A-B).

To the objection that he is supporting Meletus’ indictment against Socrates,
Galaxidorus responds by saying that Socrates was no atheist. But, unlike the ravings
of Pythagoras and Empedocles, he relied entirely on “sober reasoning.” This rational-
istic retort provokes his interlocutor to ask about Socrates’ divine sign, which he claims
to have observed giving a salutary warning to Socrates when he was engaged in
discussion with Euthyphro (580C).
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Galaxidorus responds scornfully (580F): “Do you really think that Socrates’ daimonion
had some special and extraordinary power?” He proposes that the sign, though quite
trivial in itself, enabled Socrates to act in the context of matters too obscure for reason
to decide, just as a sneeze or chance remark, in the case of a strong-minded person,
may turn the balance of two equally strong opposing reasons.” On this account,
Socrates’ sign was no more than a hunch, supplementing his normal ratiocinations
when he had to deal with matters intractable to them. We may call Galaxidorus a
proto-Vlastos interpreter, inasmuch as he clearly takes the sign to be an extrarational
phenomenon, though not necessarily a supernatural occurrence.

Not surprisingly, this highly reductive account of the sign is challenged, on the
ground that it puts Socrates in the same position as ordinary people who, however,
only resort to chance events when deciding between trivial alternatives (581F).
Galaxidorus defends his claim, but he concedes the need to say why Socrates gave the
sign such an exalted name. The basic point about the sign, he says, is not that Socrates
was wrong to call it daimonion (rather than a sneeze), but that it was merely an instru-
ment used by the sign-giver (582C). Galaxidorus now, apparently, accepts or concedes
the sign’s divine origin, but sticks to his claim that it presented itself as a mere hunch
and not as a thought with semantic content. We may infer that he would have agreed
with Vlastos that the sign demands from Socrates his own interpretation of its full
meaning and truth value.

Galaxidorus does not leave matters there. He is ready to listen to Simmias, who is
better informed about what people at Athens have said about Socrates’ sign. After
many pages, during which discussion returns to the conspiracy, Simmias gives his
account (chapter 20) — not as a direct response to Galaxidorus, but as a report of a
much earlier discussion concerning the sign that he had had with others, who purport
to have included Socrates’ immediate circle (588C-D).

* ok ok 3k

I will now summarize Simmias’ account, point by point, and interpose my own
comments.

1. Socrates, though he was asked to do so, offered no answer as to the essential
nature of the sign: i.e. he was not known to have defined it (588B—C). But, in light of
his regular dismissal of people’s claims to have had visual encounters with the divine
and his strong interest in those who claimed to hear a (special) voice, Simmias and his
friends tentatively concluded as follows: Socrates’ daimonion was not a vision, but the
perception of a voice or the intuition (noesis) of a discourse (Ilogos) that made contact
with him (synaptomenos) in a strange way (588C-D). The Greek words I have high-
lighted, or related forms of them, will be repeated throughout Simmias’ account. There
are three terms in Simmias’ analysis: logos, which is the sign itself (or voice), its con-
tact or conversation with Socrates, and his apprehension or intuition of its content or
signification.

2. Next, Simmias explains the strangeness of the sign’s communication with Socrates,
on the presumption that he did not literally hear a divine voice. When dreaming,
people may imagine they are hearing because they get semblances (doxai) and intuitions
(noeseis) of certain discourses — i.e. without hearing actual utterances, dreamers get
the sense of statements included in their dream experience. Ordinary people are too
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distracted and emotional, when awake, to focus their minds on the significations
(deloumenois) that may be communicated to them “from superior powers,” as they
may be able to do during sleep. “But Socrates, thanks to his having a nous that was
pure (katharos) and free from passion (apathés), and to his minimalist involvement with
his bodily needs, was easy to contact (euaphes) and sufficiently sensitive (leptos) to
respond immediately to what he experienced” (588D-E). Simmias conjectures that
what Socrates experienced was a voiceless daimon’s reason (logos) that made contact
with his noetic faculty “just by its signification” (deloumenon).®

I shall not pursue questions about Plutarch’s sources for this account.” What I
find chiefly interesting about it is its attempt to give a plausibly naturalistic inter-
pretation to Socrates’ sign experience, while also acknowledging its divine source.
No doubt we want to interpolate the qualification, “what Socrates and Simmias take
to be its divine source,” and no doubt we also want to question the presumption
concerning communicative superior powers. But neither Vlastos nor Galaxidorus ques-
tions Socrates’ good faith in such beliefs; and it would not be useful for us to do
so. Socrates was notorious for his ascetic lifestyle, and we had better accept the fact
that he, like other ascetics, was subject to certain paranormal experiences. It is quite
reasonable for Simmias to credit Socrates with an exceptionally sensitive mentality
and to look to it as an explanatory factor of his allegedly divine visitations. At the same
time, Simmias does a good job in demystifying the psychological features of Socrates’
experience. It had something in common with the way we get and apprehend voice-
less statements in dreams, but with the difference that Socrates’ sign could reach him
when he was fully awake.

Simmias wisely refrains from speculating about what kind of semantic content the
sign communicated to Socrates. He was no less wise, in my opinion, to refrain from
asking how we should reconcile Socrates’ obedience to the intermittent sign with his
elenctic practice and disavowals of certain knowledge. It is better, in my opinion, to
bracket those questions. Instead, we might do well to follow Galaxidorus in supposing
that the sign manifested itself to Socrates in moments when he found himself seriously
divided over the right course of action to follow (having second thoughts, as it were) or
found himself checked in executing an intention, whether it was something as weighty
as the question of entering political life or as marginal as that of crossing the Ilissus
river (Phaedrus 242b9). (I do not understand why Vlastos was so insistent that Socrates’
obedience to his sign messages must be subordinated to his elenctic attempts to establish
the definitions of moral concepts; for he never appeals to the former in his practice of
the latter.)

Simmias’ story is helpful because it rejects the notion that the sign was a mere
hunch. He credits it with semantic content, unlike Galaxidorus. Yet, far from seeing it
as an extrarational source of information, he views it, as I would be inclined to do, as
a fully intelligible and intelligent message, impinging directly on Socrates’ intellect.
We again will be inclined to say that the messenger must have been Socrates’ subcon-
scious or something purely internal to himself. Socrates, on the other hand, like the
saints I have mentioned, presumably took its deliverances to have an authority and
source that distinguished them from his ordinary states of consciousness.

Thus far I have outlined only the preamble of Simmias’ account. I can deal more
briefly with its sequel because it partly repeats the points already made. The fresh
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points that he makes are mainly of interest in underlining the rationality of the sign
and the rationality of the mind receiving it.

3. In ordinary conversation, Simmias tells us, we are constrained to listen to
the logos that we receive through our ears (588E). In the case of an exceptional
individual, like Socrates, communication from the divine source occurs without con-
straint. Such a recipient’s intellect is not impacted by vocalized sounds but simply
“touched” by the thought that is being transmitted. Undisturbed by passion, the ex-
ceptional soul allows itself to be freely “relaxed or tensed” by the superior intellect’s
intervention.

Simmias offers homely physical analogies for the way a slight force can modify the
motion of a large body. He then (or rather, Plutarch) draws on the famous model of
the soul presented in Book I of Plato’s Laws (644d—645b). There Plato invites us to
model the soul on a puppet to which numerous strings are attached. The strings stand
for our motivations (pathe), which tend to conflict with one another. One of these
strings, and only one, is golden — the string of reasoning (logismos), adherence to
which is equivalent to being guided by law. Because this string is gentle and not
constraining, its guidance requires assistance, to prevent the other strings from domin-
ating. That assistance, Plato seems to propose, must be something the whole self con-
tributes if it has the appropriate structure; in which case we achieve self-mastery, the
notion the puppet model is introduced to explicate.

Plutarch’s direct or indirect dependence on this passage from the Laws is patent. He
echoes Plato’s terminology in his use of such words as spao, helko, and neura, and he
has Simmias characterize the human soul as something strung with numerous cords,
making it the most sensitive of instruments “if one contacts it according to reason
(logos)” (588F), when, by getting a slight impulse (rhope), the soul moves towards the
intuited object (noethen). He echoes Plato’s statement that the mind is the starting-
point of passions and motivations (i.e. the lyre-like cords). But, instead of specifying
Plato’s golden cord of reasoning and its proper guidance of the soul, Simmias focuses
on the soul cords’ ability, as he has described them, to transmit motion to the entire
embodied person.

Why does he do this? The answer, as we read on, is to consolidate his earlier claim
concerning the human intellect’s capacity to be readily contacted by what he calls “a
superior intellect,” without the mediation of spoken words. If an ordinary thought,
without being voiced, can move our bodily mass, we should suppose, a fortiori, that
the unvoiced thoughts and logos of divine beings can make direct contact with a
person’s soul and logos. With echoes of Aristotle’s active intellect, Plutarch’s Simmias
likens this process to light generating a reflection (589B). Rather than regarding the
divine beings’ communications as too obscure to be accepted without interpretation,
he treats them as being actually more luminous than thoughts expressed through
nouns and verbs.'’

As to the physics of divine communication, Simmias suggests that it is not essen-
tially different from the way ordinary verbal sounds are transmitted (589C). In both
cases air is the medium of transmission. The difference is that, in human intercom-
munication, the air has to be changed into language in order to convey thought to the
listener. For divine beings and the recipients of their messages, the air is immediately
charged with daimonic thoughts, and these convey their meaning directly.
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Obviously, Simmias’ account is replete with fantasy at this point. What is striking,
nonetheless, is his effort to give a quasi-naturalistic interpretation to Socrates’ sign
experience. While acknowledging Socrates’ exceptional mentality, he grounds his
account in the general thesis that thoughts with semantic content can occur to people,
not only without the mediation of spoken language but even without the mediation of
sentence structure. The first claim is trivially true, whereas the second must be at least
highly controversial. Still, unless we are in very logical positivistic moods, we surely
want our psychology to accommodate mental states that we call inspiration or flashes
of insight and intuition — meaningful thoughts that seem to come out of nowhere and
are unlike our ordinary ways of formulating sentences in our heads and yet carry
complete authority.

Perhaps Socrates’ sign experience was like that. In any case, whatever we make of
Simmias’ account, it is salutary in its resistance to assessing Socrates’ experience as
something extrarational. He ends, very intriguingly, with an anecdote, supposedly
illustrating the internal harmony that enabled Socrates to receive daimonic messages
when he was awake. The story went that Socrates’ father was told by an oracle to let
the boy do “whatever came into his mind and not to constrain or divert his motivations
but let them be,” and simply pray to Zeus of the Agora and the Muses (589E). Simmias
takes this anecdote to imply that Socrates “had a better guide for life within himself
than countless teachers.” Presumably the relevance of the oracle story to the prohibi-
tive content of the daimonion’s Platonic messages is to be found in the statement that
Socrates’ father should refrain from diverting his son’s motivations: if Socrates needs
to rethink any of his intentions, he will do so for himself thanks to the daimonion.

Simmias’ interpretation of the story may seem curious in light of his earlier account
of the superior power’s externality (thurathen, 589B). But in a certain sense, of course,
Socrates was following himself in being obedient to his daimonion. The voice or sign
that he claimed to experience was internal to him; what was external was its source,
or was it?

Galaxidorus and Simmias assume so, as Socrates himself appears to have done.
However, Plutarch’s essay has a third suggestion to report — an oracular revelation
to one Timarchus, who had sought to learn about the nature of Socrates’ sign by
incubating in a temple (590A—592E). Partly modeled on the myth with which Plato
concludes the Phaedo, this passage also draws on the tripartite psychology Plato sets
out at Timaeus 30a—d, where the rational faculty is called a daimon. By applying that
conception to the elucidation of Socrates’ sign, Plutarch implies that what Socrates
obeyed, in adhering to his daimonion, was not a message from a quite independently
existing divinity but his own nous. Socrates, we are to understand, thanks to his
adherence to the rule of reason, has set his life under the direction of this daimon,
which (inhabiting a bright star!) constitutes his suprasensible self.

Plutarch represents this account, which is packed with other-worldly motifs, as
a myth, and seems to give his own credence to the more naturalistic explanation of
Simmias (593A). I make just two comments on the mythical account. First, it shows
that one ancient line of interpretation sought to bring Socrates’ sign experience into
line with Plato’s mature psychology and eschatology. Though we would hardly follow
suit, this approach should alert us to the fact that Socrates’ culture, like that of the
later Plutarch, invoked divinity much more readily than our Judeo-Christian outlook
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does in describing human beings and their attributes — witness the use of daimonios as
a polite term of address.

Hence my second point. While the ancients certainly took Socrates’ divine sign to be
something remarkable, Socrates was remarkable and knew himself to be so; and what
was remarkable, in Greek culture, typically fell within the divine domain. In order for
us moderns to avoid both skepticism and credulity about his sign experience, we would
do well to recognize that his accrediting it to a divinity need not imply that he himself
regarded it as a supernatural or extrarational visitation with all the connotations we
moderns naturally attach to such a claim.

k ok ok ok

Finally, I should like to return to Vlastos and his insistence on minimizing the
cognitive content and significance of the daimonion. My main point has been that,
irrespective of history and cultural context, Vlastos imputes to Socrates an unduly
restrictive understanding of what it means to act on the basis of a compelling reason.
Plato gives us to suppose that the mere occurrence of the divine voice was a sufficient
reason for Socrates to stop dead in his intended tracks. Can we make sense of that? I
think we can, especially if we take note of the fact that Plato has placed the most
striking references to the daimonion in the Apology — both its stopping Socrates from
entering politics and its not opposing his defense speech.!!

The Socrates of Plato’s Apology is on trial for his life. He has experienced the daimonion
ever since childhood. When it first occurred, presumably, it puzzled him, and he must
have reflected a good deal on the occasions when it issued its admonitory voice. We
can presume that he frequently asked himself why it visited him and inhibited his
intentions on particular occasions, and what it was about those intentions that needed
admonition. Gradually, through experience and questioning, he became convinced
that its warnings were always completely on target. The certitude that he vested in
the daimonion would thus be inductively warranted, like what we might call instant
obedience to one’s conscience or moral inhibition. It was not, like God commanding
Abraham to sacrifice Isaac (Vlastos’ example, Smith and Woodruff 2000: 197), a
voice that came once out of the blue, but, as Plato says, a customary voice in which
Socrates had learned through experience to place complete authority and truth, and
thus to comport with his own conception of divinity. It did not provide him with
reasons that could be formulated in terms of universalizable truths or categorical
imperatives, binding on other persons. Rather, its reliability for him was what made
it rational. It addressed Socrates in his own existential identity, giving him and only
him, simply by its occurrence, both sufficiently certain intuition to refrain from what
he had been minded to do and stimulus to figure out, as he often does, the rational
grounds for its admonitions.

Notes

1 See Xenophon, Memorabilia 4.3.10—-14; Plato, Republic 2.382e6.
For further texts that refer to Socrates’ divine sign, see Plato, Theaetetus 151a3; Republic
6.496¢c4; Alcibiades 1.103a; and Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.14, 4.8.6; Symposium 8.5;
Apology 4.4 and 13.6.
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3 McPherran (1996: 188) refers to Apology 33c7—-8, where Socrates says that his mission to
engage in elenctic testing has been warranted “by the god and from prophecies and dreams
and in every way by which a divine dispensation to do anything has been appointed to a
human being to do,” and adds that such commands are both “true and well-grounded
(euelencta).” It may seem as if the divine sign must be included among such commands, but
we should note that Socrates’ statement explicitly refers to positive commands and not to
any negative injunctions, which are the only province of the divine sign’s work in Plato.

4 Space prevents me from giving more than a brief summary of the issues debated between
Vlastos, McPherran, and Smith and Brickhouse. Smith and Woodruff (2000) includes
the fascinating correspondence these scholars engaged in concerning Socrates and his
daimonion.

5 The best text of this work is the Loeb edition of Einarson and De Lacy (1959).

6 Among the works I have consulted on On the Divine Sign, the most useful are Corlu (1970)
and Babut (1988).

7 Plutarch was probably influenced by Xenophon, who says (Memorabilia 1.1.9) that Socrates
recommended learning what is accessible to us, and seeking to discover what is not “clear”
to humans through divination.

8 Cicero, On Divination 1.121, already makes the point about Socrates’ purity of soul enabling
him to experience his daimonion when awake. Whether via Plutarch, or some other source,
Calcidius repeats the entire gist of Simmias’ account in his Timaeus commentary; see
Einarson and DeLacy (1959: 451n.).

9 For assessment of the conflicting proposals scholars have canvassed, see Corlu (1970:
57-9).

10 I am grateful to Michael White (who commented on my paper at a conference in the
University of Arizona) for observing that Pietro Pomponazzi (late fifteenth/early sixteenth
century) interpreted Aristotle’s “active intellect” as an understanding in which “neither
discursive thought nor composition nor any other sort of motion is lodged.” On that view,
with which, of course Plotinus would sympathize, it is not discursive or propositional
information that represents the norm with respect to rationality.

11 T am grateful for discussion with Michael Morgan concerning the importance of Socrates’
references to the daimonion in the context of the Apology.
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Socrates, Antisthenes, and the Cynics

SUSAN PRINCE

Socrates had many disciples other than Plato: this we know well. But when it comes to
deriving useful insight from this fact, we are quick to declare impasse. We routinely
translate the question of the real Socrates to the issue of surviving contemporary sources
about Socrates and identify the complete literary texts of Aristophanes, Xenophon,
and Aristotle as our possible avenues of access to an aplatonic Socrates. Aristophanes
is dismissed as a comic parody, Xenophon is dismissed as banal and conventional,
Aristotle is placed within the Academic tradition, and we turn back to Plato’s
dialogues as our only source of insight into why Socrates mattered and what made
him the first moral philosopher. Since the work of Gregory Vlastos, we have further
isolated some early Platonic dialogues as “Socratic” and have used them as our only
good evidence for Socrates’ work (but see Kahn 1996 and Vander Waerdt 1994).

In this chapter I will make a case for looking harder at the tradition of ancient
Cynicism, and especially its forefather Antisthenes, for insight into Socratic moral
philosophy in its original historical setting. Of the many Athenians who, we are told,
associated with Socrates, a handful also wrote literature that attempted to portray
Socrates in his activity of philosophy: the second book of Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of
Eminent Philosophers is in large measure a list of the authors of “Socratic dialogues”
(Sokratikoi logoi) and their works. Although some of the titles are surely inventions of
a Hellenistic tradition that tried to supply detail to the murky legends of some of
the Socratics (such as Simmias and Cebes the two Thebans who discuss the nature
of the soul in Plato’s Phaedo 2.124-5), and some of the men named there might them-
selves be fictions (Simon the Shoemaker, 2.122, being the favorite object of this suspi-
cion), we find named no fewer than 12 pupils of Socrates who wrote dialogues about
him, often in rivalry with each other: Xenophon, Aeschines, Aristippus of Cyrene,
Theodorus, Phaedo of Elis, Eucleides and Stilpo of Megara, Crito, Simon, Glaucon,
Simmias, and Cebes. In addition to these, Plato and Antisthenes are treated elsewhere
in Diogenes’ book, since they founded continuing traditions of philosophical schools
according to Diogenes’ scheme. Of the fragmentary Socratics, whose remains have
recently been made accessible in the four-volume edition of Gabriele Giannantoni,
Socratis et Socraticorum Reliquiae' (hereafter SSR), both Aeschines and Aristippus left
substantial material of philosophical interest. Both were seen as serious intellectuals in
fourth-century Athens, and both have received some modern scholarly attention (see
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Kahn and McKirahan in Vander Waerdt 1994). For Aeschines we have substantial
fragments of dialogues in which we know Socrates was a character. But in the case of
Antisthenes, we have both the best evidence overall and the most reason to believe
that his thought was important.

We know that Antisthenes, like Plato, continued to develop in his thought after the
death of Socrates, so that we cannot simply attribute any views of Antisthenes to the
historical Socrates. But it is likely that Antisthenes, being older and probably closer
personally to Socrates than was Plato, as well as probably quicker to “publish” after
Socrates’ execution and sooner to die, was a more conservative disciple. (These reasons
are not to be confused with those standard in the eighteenth century for considering
Xenophon to be our best witness to Socrates: Antisthenes was no uncritical reporter.)
Just as we now debate what is Socratic in Plato, so we should also debate what is
Socratic in Antisthenes. But at this stage in our progress on Antisthenes, his thought
contributes to our picture in two main ways. Regarding language, definitions, know-
ledge, and ontology (and thus, philosophy), it lets us complicate the history from
Socrates to Plato to Aristotle which we presently reconstruct from Aristotle’s state-
ment at Metaphysics 987a29-b13, together with our readings of the Platonic and
Aristotelian corpus (and sometimes, Xenophon, Memorabilia 4.6): Antisthenes accepted
Socrates’ position that definition was the core of language, and, potentially, of know-
ledge; finding that definition of the ontologically required kind was impossible, he
claimed that contradiction was also impossible, and that knowledge was related to
language in only indirect and nontransparent ways. Regarding ethics, Antisthenes’
work gives particular form to the ways Socratic ethics remained embedded in behavior
and way of life, as well as in politics, use of language in community, and interpretation
of nonphilosophical literature, especially Homer. What we can retrieve of Antisthenes’
ethics in the abstract remains surprisingly untheorized (by contrast with, for example,
the system of good and indifferent values traced by Long [1988: 164—71] to the Socrates
inherited by the early Stoics), though we get clear intimations of a Socratic virtue
ethics, in which all virtues are identical, almost, to knowledge. Although wisdom is
the ultimate good for Antisthenes, his minimalist views on logic probably rule out
a priori any theoretical discourse about wisdom or virtue.

From Antisthenes to the Cynics

Antisthenes of Athens (c. 445—-365 BCE: see SSR vol. 4: 195-201), probably born of an
Athenian father and a foreign mother, was about 25 years younger than Socrates,
and thus one of his senior disciples (Plato and Xenophon, for example, were about
45 years younger than Socrates). Xenophon in the Symposium (esp. 4.57-64 and
8.4—6 = VA 13, 14) and Memorabilia (3.11.17 = VA 14) portrays Antisthenes as one
of Socrates’ most intimate companions and suggests that Socrates hands over uniquely
to him his most valuable craft, helping to promote advantageous relationships within
the city (Symposium 4.61). Though possibly born without citizenship after Pericles’
restrictive law of 451/450, Antisthenes seems to have fought for Athens in battle in
424/3 Bce and may have gained citizenship at that time. He practiced a life of poverty,
according to a speech he delivers in Xenophon's Symposium (4.34-45 = VA 82),
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although Xenophon's setting gives no indication that he is socially inferior to the other
banqueters, and there are signs in that work and elsewhere that he associated with
the wealthy figures in the circle of the sophist Gorgias.

Aristotle took interest in Antisthenes for his paradoxical views on language and
logic: most famously, “It is impossible to contradict” (Metaphysics 1024b; Topics 104b
=VA 152, 153), but also “It is impossible to define the essence” (Metaphysics 1043b =
VA 150); and his most prominent legacy to later antiquity was his counterintuitive
enunciation about the nature of virtue, which was sufficient for happiness, together
with its relation to pleasure: “I would rather go mad than have pleasure” (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.3; twice in Sextus, and elsewhere = VA 122).
Antisthenes’ famous paradoxes are clearly extreme responses to Socratic questions,
the pursuit of definition on the one hand and the claims about true happiness on the
other. Although these extreme utterances have often led scholars to judge Antisthenes’
thought as a reduction of Socrates’ thought to a couple of its aspects, exaggerated out
of proportion to the whole (see McKirahan's references in Vander Waerdt 1994), in
other fragments Antisthenes addresses the same issues in ways incompatible with
simple readings of the paradoxes (VA 149-59 on language, VA 111-15, 123-32 on
pleasure). We see from the full set of evidence that Antisthenes probably did not
believe in these paradoxes literally as stated, but delivered them to command attention
for his real points, the futility of logical discourse and the counterintuitive path to
happiness. More subtle Socratic features pop up throughout the surviving fragments
of his once extensive written texts (some 63 titles in 10 volumes, according to Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.15-18 = VA 41), even in the works on Homer's
poems and Homeric characters that have been frequently divorced by scholars from
his Socratic calling.

The Cynics, then, seem to have accepted the ideas behind Antisthenes’ paradoxes —
and perhaps his groundings for them — and applied them in practice as they lived out
their “philosophy” of demonstrating virtue, rejecting the alternative claims of dom-
inant culture, and calling others to do the same. Diogenes of Sinope (c. 412/403 to
c. 324/321: see SSR vol. 4: 476) was for later writers (beginning already with Teles
in the late third century Bce) the model Cynic, and in behavioral terms he was surely
the original Cynic. The name “Cynic” itself, which is probably an adjective from the
Greek word for “dog,” was probably first applied to Diogenes (first attested in Aristotle,
Rhetoric 1411a24-5 = VB184), although it is not impossible that “dog” was already a
nickname for Antisthenes (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.13; see
Goulet-Cazé in Branham and Goulet-Cazé 1996). An alternative ancient etymology
derives “Cynic” from an Athenian gymnasium, the Cynosarges, where Antisthenes
allegedly taught, but Antisthenes’ teaching activities are obscure, and his institution
of any type of “school” is unlikely (see Giannantoni in Goulet-Cazé and Goulet 1993).
According to Hellenistic tradition, Diogenes was a pupil of Antisthenes, and this con-
nection completed a five-generation chain of philosophical “succession” from Socrates
through Antisthenes and Diogenes to the Cynic Crates of Thebes and then to Zeno of
Citium, founder of the Stoa. Although the personal connection between Antisthenes
and Diogenes has been disputed, largely on chronological grounds which would place
Diogenes’ expulsion from Sinope and arrival in Athens after Antisthenes’ death (see
most conveniently Dudley 1937: 2-3, who however dates Diogenes’ arrival at 340,
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far too late), it is clear that Diogenes self-consciously modeled himself as a new Socrates,
and so would have needed inspiration and information about Socrates from some
source. There can be little doubt that Antisthenes was that source. Moreover, the
chronological argument, developed from the dating of Sinopean coins and a recon-
struction of the career of Diogenes’ father, is itself feeble (Doring 1995: 126-34), and
in short we are not compelled to reject the tradition that Diogenes learned about
Socrates face-to-face from Antisthenes, even while a formal teacher-to-pupil relation-
ship is unlikely. At the same time, our Hellenistic and post-Hellenistic sources, com-
mitted to this line of succession (Mansfeld 1986), probably preserved aspects of
Antisthenes’ thought that are more proto-Cynic or proto-Stoic than we would have
received through a disinterested tradition.

For Diogenes, and for the Cynics, Socrates was primarily a model of virtuous living
and an outspoken voice of critique against an unreflective folk morality, perhaps in-
creasingly obsessed with the false desires and pleasures of material affluence. Although
for the Cynics language remained one tool for demonstrating beliefs and for convert-
ing others, the notion that careful, transparent discourse leads to discovery of true
propositions, axioms, or beliefs, which is fundamental to modern approaches to Socrates
and indeed to the modern concept of “philosophy,” is far divorced from the ancient
Cynic tradition. Socraticism for them was a way of life, grounded indeed on some
beliefs, but not identical to them. Language was used ironically, sarcastically, and
often in parody of dominant discourse to challenge and change beliefs and behaviors,
and its meaning was not equivalent to its face value. We can perceive a “philosophical”
aspect of Cynicism in its mission to “deface the currency” of social conventions (Goulet-
Cazé 1993), even if the surviving evidence allows us little understanding of the Cynics’
conception or justification of the opposition between true virtue and the false conceits
of culture. For the grounding arguments for the radical Cynic rejection of culture, as
well as rejection of logic, we look to Antisthenes. Although our evidence there, too, is
poor, we can find the missing arguments implied consistently in his fragments.

Antisthenes the Socratic

As the story goes (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.1-2 = VA 11-12),
Antisthenes met Socrates as a mature man, after he had studied rhetoric with Gorgias
and had taken on pupils of his own. In modern scholarship this narrative is supposed
to render Antisthenes an impure Socratic, who already formed views and indeed
composed some of his writings without regard for the Socratic project, and possibly
in conflict with it (e.g. Rankin 1986). However, Diogenes’ story also tells us that
Antisthenes was converted to Socrates’ side with complete fervor, such that he walked
every day to Athens from his home in the Piraeus to converse with Socrates. If this
story is historically true, and not the embellishment of a post-Platonic age that needed
to explain how a “sophist” (as Antisthenes is called by another character at Xenophon,
Symposium 4.4) could also be a Socratic, then it seems that such a great conversion
would have affected Antisthenes’ literary remains. We know little about the composi-
tion, circulation, and purposes of prose texts in the time of Antisthenes, but it seems
that after a significant conversion Antisthenes would hardly have authorized the
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circulation of any text that did not cohere fully to his Socratic values. Moreover, it was
the execution of Socrates that stimulated the flurry of apologetic and protreptic litera-
ture among his followers, intended, respectively, to clear Socrates of the charges on
which he was convicted and to cause readers to continue Socrates’ mission by pursu-
ing virtue and loving wisdom. Finally, although Antisthenes may have written for a
purpose such as self-advertisement before the execution of Socrates, it is clear that all
the texts, when read carefully, are part of the Socratic conversation. Being older than
the other Socratics, Antisthenes retains intellectual marks of his pre-Socratic life: for
example, his book title “Truth” (VA 41.32) had been used previously by the sophists
Protagoras and Antiphon, and surely he intended the resonance to be recognized;
his interest in rewriting philosophical myths for Heracles (VA 92-9) and in correct
naming practice (VA 41.37-8, 160) recalls the sophist Prodicus. But this fact should
help, rather than hinder, our use of Antisthenes to understand Socrates: after all,
Aristophanes in Clouds confused Socrates with the sophists plausibly enough that the
issue needed to be addressed at Socrates’ trial. It is not that Antisthenes was oblivious
to the difference between the sophists and Socrates: he is said to have attacked the
sophists and Gorgias in particular (VA 203, 204), and the conversion story shows that
the difference mattered to him. But Antisthenes can offer us a new view of the rela-
tionship between Socrates and the sophists, one that does not renounce Homer and
the poets, rhetoric, or other traditional modes of moral discourse and education in the
cause of philosophy, but appropriates them more subtly.

Antisthenes’ reputation in the Hellenistic period, as reflected in the doxography in
Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.11-15, suggests that his primary
interest was the ethics of the individual life: this had, after all, become the main con-
cern of the Hellenistic philosophies, and some of the Stoics had promoted Antisthenes
as their Socratic ancestor (Mansfeld 1986). Moreover, what is reported as Antisthenes’
simple call to virtue appears sometimes as a call to simple virtue, in which education,
for example, has no place (e.g. Sayre 1948, justified by Diognes Laertiues, Lives of
Eminent Philosophers 6.11 = VA 134 and 6.103—4 = VA 161, 135). However, the
catalogue of Antisthenes’ writings preserved by Diogenes Laertius (6.15-18 = VA 41)
and likely to be a more direct representation of his thought, tells a more complicated
story. Unlike the information in the main text of Diogenes’ “Life of Antisthenes,” trans-
mitted through several generations of biographers and doxographers, the book catalogue
is arranged so carefully as to suggest the editorial work of a scholar with direct access
to Antisthenes’ texts and conversant with pre-Stoic, possibly Peripatetic, divisions of
philosophy under which the texts could be classified (Patzer 1970: 107—-63, develop-
ing an older perception). First, the “ethical” titles in the second and third volumes of
this 10-volume edition are as much about law, constitution, justice, and success in
social situations as about the good, bravery, freedom, and slavery (the last two being
themselves social ideas, but probably of interest to Antisthenes, as to Plato, in refer-
ence to states of the soul). From the arrangement of titles, the double titles, and other
evidence external to the catalogue, it seems that politics was primary to ethics, and
not vice versa, as in Hellenistic philosophy. Second, the titles explicitly on ethics and
politics (VA 41.13-24) are far outnumbered by titles concerned with language, dia-
logue, and literature, which occupy 5 of the 10 volumes: we find two groups of writ-
ings on so-called sophistic topics, public rhetoric in the first volume (VA 41.3-8) and
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Homeric criticism in the eighth and ninth volumes (VA 41.49-66), and a third group,
apparently more theoretical, on dialectic, questions and answers, contradiction, eristic,
and so on, in the sixth and seventh volumes (VA 41.32—40, 46-7). The importance of
language for Antisthenes, and its connection with ethics, is captured in Epictetus’
pithy statement, “The beginning of education is the examination of names” (VA 160:
see Brancacci 1990). Finally, Antisthenes’ most famous titles on ethics, Cyrus and
Heracles (in the fourth, fifth, and tenth volumes, VA 41.26-9,68-71), were not discus-
sions about virtue, but fictional dialogues in which virtue was demonstrated through
the mimesis or literary representation of virtuous (and possibly vicious) characters.
This embedding of philosophical point into literary character and perhaps narrative
suggests that Antisthenes, like Plato, expected his readers to use their judgment to
discern virtue, not to be told directly what it was. In short, Antisthenes seems to have
taken interest in politics, language, and literature alongside ethics, and indeed it seems
that ethics was a special, advanced position in each of these prior realms. Nothing in
this idea conflicts with our knowledge of Socrates from Plato and Xenophon, but from
our modern vantage we tend to privilege statements about abstract ethics at the
expense of the many passages in which the entanglements persist. Antisthenes, too,
addressed ethics separately, as in his paradox, but the condensed overview of his thought
available in this detailed and descriptive book list suggests that ethics was not simple
or separable, but was actually everywhere.

Antisthenes on Language

Language, then, was one of Antisthenes’ primary interests, but his view of its powers
strayed from the course that led to Platonic Forms and Aristotelian logic and science.
His overall view was that language was critically important at several levels, a most
important constituent of the individual self as well as the main medium of social inter-
action, yet his most famous statements place limits on language. In these statements
he is most likely attacking rivals, especially Plato, who were in the act of defining the
sort of scientific discourse that would become the main tool of philosophy (especially in
the Theaetetus and Sophist). Antisthenes was allegedly the first to define the Greek term
“logos,” the type of discourse that Plato and Aristotle closely associated with objective
and infallible knowledge based on definitions and deductive arguments (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.3 = VA 151). But the particular definition
of “logos” attributed to him seems a deliberate frustration of the very premise that
the definitive logos can be constructed. The formulation preserved, “Logos is the
<enunciation> revealing the ‘what it is or was’,” addresses the famous Socratic ques-
tion, “What is it?” (i.e. courage and so on). Yet it uses a slippery verb, “reveal,” which
Gorgias had made problematic in his discussion of spoken or written words and their
incapacity to “reveal” either reality or thoughts about reality (On Not Being 917a13,
980a1l9, b18); Aristotle, by contrast, would use the verb “signify” to name the rela-
tion between language and its meaning (Topics 101b). If “reveal” carries the weight it
should in the wake of Gorgias, then Antisthenes is taking a strong stand suggestive of
the position ultimately defended by Socrates in Plato’s Cratylus, that the meaning
of names is grounded by a relationship to reality, not by convention. However, the
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reality revealed by the name is hardly a Platonic Form, as in the solution suggested in
Cratylus: the temporal disjunction in Antisthenes’ formulation, “what it is or was,”
seems to highlight the relevance of change and so rules out reference to timeless,
absolute foundations of meaning, as Plato (and possibly Socrates) would have had it.
We know from an oft-repeated anecdote that Antisthenes fully rejected Plato’s theory
of Forms (VA 149, also 147, 148). Finally, Alexander of Aphrodisias, the authoritative
Aristotelian commentator of the late second century ck, commenting on Aristotle’s
own definition of definition at Topics 101b38 (VA 151), charges that Antisthenes
admits more types of statement into his concept of definition than he should: that is,
he allows predications that place the form (eidos) into a general class (genos) (such as
“courage is a virtue”) to count as “logos,” whereas the definition of definition ought to
state a criterion for those verbal formulations which capture the very form, or essence
(einai), of the subject (i.e. what courage is). Although the details of Antisthenes’ thoughts
on these matters remain obscure, even a partial combination of these odd characteristics
of Antisthenes’ definition of definition derails the suitability of “logos” to be affiliated
with a Platonic Form or to become a starting point for a science or scientific philosophy
by the Aristotlean model. It is more likely that “logos,” if it exists at all (Déring 1985
suggests that it does not), is a direct revelation or articulation of meaning in a relat-
ively naive sense, which has a sort of reality in the language of a community, but not
an unchanging reality.

The two famous Antisthenean paradoxes that interested Aristotle, “It is impossible
to contradict, or almost even to speak falsely” (Metaphysics 1024b = VA 152, 153)
and “It is impossible to define the essence” (Metaphysics 1043b = VA 150), are con-
sequences of Antisthenes’ basic refusal to accept that a thing (or, better, a concept:
the Socratic question addressed itself to universal moral concepts) can be represented
equivalently in language by any utterance other than its name: that is, no unique,
authoritative paraphrase such as a definition is possible. Conversely — to make sense of
the thesis against contradiction — he seems to have believed that every name carries its
own reference, although it remains controversial what exactly was the object for that
reference. Clearly some form of atomism is implied. However, scholars have usually
assumed that reference was necessarily to a singular, possibly perceptible, thing (e.g.
Caizzi 1964: 54), rather than to a class or type of thing, and this assumption has been
the cause of many confusing expositions of Antisthenes’ views. If each name refers
uniquely and separately to its own part of reality, determined by the name’s meaning,
a sort of universal which is allowed to vary over time and perhaps in other ways, then
contradiction in naming is impossible because disagreeing speakers are speaking in
reference to different things (thus the explication of the late-antique commentators
on Aristotle, VA 152, 153, echoing a paradox also familiar from Plato’s dialogues,
especially the Euthydemus and Sophist).

Those who would resolve the paradox point to two ways for doing so. Contradiction
might well arise whenever the speakers agree on their subject, verbally at least, but
attempt to make mutually exclusive predications of it, as Plato and later commentators
such as Proclus explain: either the soul is immortal or it is not (see also Asclepius on
Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1024b34 =VA153.28-9). Alternatively, contradiction can seem
to arise when a linguistic term is predicated to a particular, nonlinguistic thing, as
in the example “This is a horse” versus “This is not a horse.” Antisthenes’ position can
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meet the second objection (the speakers have different concepts of “horse”) if not the
first. But his position was probably intended to direct attention to a problem integral to
the first objection, the conception of the propositional subject in itself: What is justice?
What is a constitution? What is a leader? What is a soul? What is a god? The very
possibility of a common reference by two different speakers is equated to their agree-
ment in the meaning of a key term. This is, of course, the same sort of question raised
by Socrates and addressed by Antisthenes’ evasive definition of definition. If the speakers
could ever reach agreement on these primary conceptual issues, saying things about
justice and so on would be trivial, and the truth value of those claims might well be
matters of fact.

The problem implies a close relation between language and belief about reality, and
points to the advantages of having a language in close alignment with reality, even
while it gives no apparent criterion for judging how one person’s language is better
than another’s. We know from our copious evidence for the Cynic distinction between
the wise and the foolish that there must have been some such criterion, if only in the
Cynic’s own intuitions. Antisthenes (and the Cynics) did not suffer from a general
skepticism, relativism, or aporetic silence: most of our anecdotes illustrate the basic
Cynic mission of educating others about true virtue and vice. Antisthenes thought
that teaching through showing (see e.g. VA 103, 159) was effective, whereas arguing
and refuting through tactics that depended on contradictions in language was more
like becoming mad in reply to someone who was behaving madly (VA 174). Whereas
Antisthenes’ outlook on definition undermines the foundations of Aristotelian science,
his denial of contradiction derails a dominant view of philosophical discourse, by which
a principle of the possibility of contradiction must govern a context in which anything
logical, and so true, can be asserted at all (Theaetetus 170e7-171c7; Aristotle, Meta-
physics 1006a—9a). As the story goes (VA 148), Antisthenes’ view was so fundamen-
tally opposed to the view of his rival Plato that in response to Plato’s claim that
Antisthenes could not write about the impossibility of contradiction, Antisthenes pro-
duced the text he called Sathon (a diminutive term for the male member), using an
indecent pun on Plato’s name to show that the disagreement was not to be resolved
through debate on Plato’s terms, but reduced to a different practice of naming.

From Discourse to Ethics

Antisthenes did speak and write, of course, and he wrote about speaking, especially in
situations of contest. In addition to book titles that refer to “antilogical” and “eristic”
modes or content (VA 41.33, 34, 38, 46), Xenophon's Symposium depicts Antisthenes
in the act of debate, and his sole surviving literary compositions, the Ajax and Odysseus,
show fictional, Homeric characters engaged in a kind of debate over the nature of
virtue. These examples seem to confirm the pessimism of the thesis against contradic-
tion: discourse between differently minded people fails to persuade. Yet the fact that
Antisthenes wrote profusely suggests that he intended his own written words to per-
suade. According to his near contemporary Theopompus, cited by Diogenes Laertius,
he was “clever” with words and could “win over” through “harmonious conversa-
tion” anyone at all (VA 22). Socrates’ praise of Antisthenes as a matchmaker in the
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city (Symposium 4.61-4 = VA) confirms this judgment. Both descriptions imply irra-
tional devices, musical charm on the one hand and erotic charm (that is, manipula-
tion of the erotic charm of others) on the other. What we have in Ajax and Odysseus,
though, is not charming in any obvious way: scholars have long been puzzled over
how to approach the speeches, and whether they even form a pair, and it is only
recently that we have made progress (Rankin 1986; Eucken 1997). If Antisthenes’
Ajax and Odysseus are typical of the kind of persuasion he aimed for in his literature,
then it seems his messages were extremely indirect, requiring from the reader both
emotional response and very careful thought beyond reception of the words or sentences
themselves. To judge from these speeches (a tiny sample of Antisthenes’ composition,
but all we have), reading Antisthenes well was not like participating in an oral conver-
sation, but required a sort of labor. Labor (ponos) and exercise (askesis) were indeed
aspects of his proto-Cynic ethics and program for self-improvement. When live conver-
sation between differently minded people fails, as it apparently always does, the route
of progress is education or improvement of the individual minds, and this takes place
obliquely and experientially, not through exchange of literal propositions or analysis
of their logic, but through an expansive engagement in the conceptual fields and
verbal fictions of others, examining each name and considering its various meanings,
seeing the worlds of others and considering how one might change or extend one'’s
own field, and ultimately achieving a higher standard of discourse, whether in
accuracy or in range. (“The beginning of education is the examination of names,” VA
160.) This use of language to show rather than tell is continuous with the later Cynic
interest in nondiscursive linguistic genres, whether literary fiction and parody (as in
the work of Crates of Thebes, Bion of Borysthenes, Teles, Menippus, and possibly
Diogenes of Sinope) or the oral diatribe. Although diatribe seems to tell and only to tell,
in very high decibels, it is possible to understand the very blatancy of the message as a
type of showing.

Antisthenes’ rhetorical confrontation between the mythical characters Ajax and
Odysseus (VA 53 and 54, probably referred to in the first volume of Diogenes’ cata-
logue, VA 41.4-5) is not so much a contest for the arms of Achilles, as its mythical
background implies, as a debate about virtue and the correct meaning of “virtue” and
related terms from the vantages of opposed moral characters (Rankin 1986: 152-73).
Scholars have been divided over whether or not the dispute has a winner, that is,
whether we see just two incompatible views of virtue, or whether the eminently more
appealing Odysseus is shown to be the better man. And, if Odysseus is better, it is
unclear how his success and superiority in verbal power amount to superiority in
ethical virtue. Ajax, who speaks first, subscribes to traditional ideas about military
honor, which depend on physical achievement on the battlefield, transparency of
intention in combat, and transparency of speech in representing historical events and
intentions alike. Since his words and thoughts resonate with phrases and ideas attrib-
uted to Antisthenes in other fragments, it is clear that Ajax is meant to be sympathetic
on some level. At the same time, his extreme adherence to traditional honor usurps
any sense that he has an inner soul, that is, makes choices that diverge in any respect
from what his culture instructs. Moreover, his inability to adapt to his circumstance, a
competitive verbal debate, by amending his restrictive standards for the representative
function of language ensures that he defeats himself pragmatically before Odysseus
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even speaks. Although he is only a literary fiction (and Antisthenes draws attention to
this issue, VA 54.78-83), the contrast with the Odysseus character brings out his
functional, and indeed his ethical, shortcomings. Odysseus, on the other hand, is adept
at turning Ajax’s points, and also his words, to the disadvantage of Ajax’s position and
toward his own success. Just as Odysseus used disguise in the Trojan War for a noble
end, capturing the famous statue of Athena, the Palladium, and so securing victory for
the Greeks, he uses language in nonliteral ways to reclaim from Ajax every value and
symbolic prize Ajax has staked as his.

Although Odysseus might seem amoral in his use of cleverness and pursuit of vic-
tory, his view of self and community sets him above Ajax in a moral sense. Odysseus
insists consistently that his performance in the Trojan War was always on behalf of
the community of the Greeks, not himself individually. Ajax, on the other hand, even
while he uses the first-person pronoun emphatically and often, has no concept of
himself other than that given by his shame-based culture and no concept of the
community other than its imperatives for individual behavior as represented in its
traditional values. Whereas Ajax behaves according to the social code, Odysseus ap-
propriates and manipulates social categories, especially those of the slave and beggar,
to promote the real interests of society. This pair of texts, which is rich in nuance and
bears careful reading, shows the pervasive effects of community on a character like
Ajax: even as he attempts to perform as an excellent individual at the forefront of
the community (fighting with his shield “alone” outside the battle line), he is almost
a social artifact. It shows the superior individuality of Odysseus, who works within
the terms of the community, but evaluates and redeploys those terms such that he has
the true ethical space of choice and agency that could count as a real soul. Just as
Socrates called others to know themselves by raising their consciousness about ethical
concepts, and claimed that this knowledge was sufficient for virtue, so Odysseus criti-
cizes Ajax’ failures in self-knowledge, neglect of the psychic — or perhaps intellectual —
components of “bravery” and “strength,” and consequent failure in virtue. (Eucken
1997 emphasizes the similarities between Odysseus and Socrates as critic of those
living an unexamined life.) As a pair, the characters are clearly examples of utter
difference. At all levels their different “uses of words,” to quote from an Antisthenean
book title (VA 41.38) as well as the dictum in Epictetus (VA 160), correlate with, if
they are not also identical to, their different degrees of intellectual power and, in a
sense to be clarified further, ethical virtue.

Antisthenes adopts Odysseus again as an ideal figure in his discussion of the famous
Homeric epithet polutropos (“of many turns”) (VA 187), where the “wise” and “good”
speaker or rhetor turns out to be the one who, by means of the many turns of words he
holds in his mind, can turn the many with their diverse opinions toward one goal (the
argument plays in punning ways with the various senses and references of “many”
and “turn”). This discussion, like the speeches, has often been understood to yield a
view of ethics too pragmatic to be Socratic, and so a relic of Antisthenes’ sophistic
youth. But a reconciliation with Socraticism is not hard to reach. Our disproportion-
ately good evidence for Antisthenes’ Odysseus character, by contrast with his Heracles
and Cyrus characters, more famous in antiquity, or indeed the literary depictions
of Socrates we know he produced (Panaetius in Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent
Philosophers 2.64 = TH 17: quite possibly Socrates was not his main literary character,
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as he was for Plato), probably skews our image of Antisthenes’ views on ethical virtue,
as opposed to the virtue of success typically represented by Odysseus in Greek litera-
ture. Probably Odysseus represents an ideal for just one aspect of the wise man, his
role as rhetor, whose function is to direct others toward the good rather than to be
good himself. According to Xenophon (Memorabilia 4.6.15), Socrates called Homer’s
Odysseus an “infallible rhetor” because he could conduct arguments through the
devices of people’s beliefs. It is likely that in Antisthenes’ view one needed to be good
oneself before one could direct or rule others: this seems to be the view of the Socrates
implied often by Xenophon and Plato (e.g. Memorabilia 3.6; Alcibiades). But in
Antisthenes’ writings the process of becoming good, as well as the nature of goodness
in its full complexity, was exemplified by other characters, not Odysseus. We know
that Antisthenes differentiated pure power, such as the power of cleverness that Hippias
and Socrates discuss in the Lesser Hippias (which Plato probably wrote in response to
Antisthenes’ discussion of polutropos) from the sort of goodness that is equivalent to
justice: the Antisthenes character in Xenophon's Symposium differentiates “virtue”
and “justice” on the one hand, which are “indisputable,” from wisdom and bravery on
the other, which can be harmful to both friends and the city; only justice is absolutely
good, mixed in no respect at all with injustice (Symposium 3.4). If Homer’s Odysseus
was beneficial to friends and the city (Antisthenes, like Socrates, makes it clear that he
is interested in Homer’s Odysseus, not the cruel Odysseus of Athenian tragedy), then
he was probably also just, and this idea seems to be taken for granted rather than
established as Antisthenes explores the way he uses his rhetorical power to (try to)
benefit others. In the contest with Ajax, it is arguable that Odysseus’ goal is more to
convert Ajax from his rigid, shame-based moral view to virtue, and so save him from
the suicide predetermined in the myth, than to win the contest for the arms. Insofar as
he fails to benefit Ajax, Antisthenes’ Odysseus might be a model not for success, but for
a correctly constructed intention to benefit the interlocutor.

Technically, rhetoric was not the highest art for Antisthenes, but a second-best
option for life in realistic circumstances. According to an anecdote preserved by Stobaeus
(VA 173), Antisthenes recommended that a boy who was going to live with the gods
should learn philosophy, whereas one who was going to live with humans should
learn rhetoric. Similarly, in a fragment apparently from one of the Heracles texts (VA
96), Prometheus scolds Heracles with his care for human things: he will not become
“perfect” until he learns the things “higher than human.” Surely life with the gods
was the superior form: many fragments of Antisthenes and the Cynics suggest that
becoming sophos (“wise”) is becoming like a god. Yet the order of presentation in
Stobaeus’ dictum makes rhetoric the climax and focus of the statement. The paradox,
like the paradox Ajax fails to negotiate correctly, is that the individual, no matter how
ethically perfect and near to the gods he might be, must still practice the art demanded
by his circumstance in a community of imperfect — and often downright hostile,
stupid, and wicked — companions. (Strong feelings about the life and execution of
Socrates would be consistent with such an outlook.) Indeed, the speeches of Ajax and
Odysseus, consistently with other evidence, suggest that Antisthenes’ turn to a radical
autarkeia (“self-sufficiency”) — a clear precedent for a central value in all the Hellenistic
philosophies — is driven by the prior assumption of a hostile social environment,
perhaps stupid companions, and, above all, the powers of that social environment to

85



SUSAN PRINCE

compel conformity to its bad ways. One really does want to live with the gods, and
makes great efforts to do so. But one must also live with humans, and it turns out that
most of the surviving evidence for the Cynics is not their philosophy of ethical living,
but the rhetoric that enables the virtuous man to live in, and try to deliver benefits to,
the community. Life with the gods was a private matter, about which few traces have
been preserved in the literary record.

Becoming Wise

In Xenophon's Symposium (4.34—44 = VA 82) Antisthenes delivers a long speech in
praise of his “wealth,” which turns out to be self-sufficient poverty. To need nothing is
proper to the gods, as Diogenes of Sinope allegedly said (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of
Eminent Philosophers 6.104 = VA 135; attributed also to Socrates at Memorabilia
1.6.10), and getting rid of certain desires is the negative side of Cynic freedom that is
often understood as its central feature. The positive side of this freedom is, however,
also clearly stated and justified in Antisthenes’ speech, our earliest evidence for the
Cynic rejection of society’s material values. Antisthenes tells us that, without the con-
cerns for luxury or satisfactions of the body beyond what is necessary, he has leisure
for building the metaphorical wealth of his soul, by spending his days with Socrates.
As we learn elsewhere (VA 163), becoming good requires exercise of the body with
gymnastics and exercise of the soul with reason.

The self-sufficiency Antisthenes describes and justifies in his speech is economic.
The financial terminology is clearly a metaphor for the ethical self, since “wealth” is
used to signify on the one hand money and on the other, in what might be intended as
a shocking displacement or revaluation, wisdom. Money is equated with the satisfac-
tion of desires for food, drink, clothing, housing, and sex, those desires called the “pleas-
ures of the body” in other Socratic texts. But, beyond the financial metaphor, we
should take the economic or social terminology seriously. By Antisthenes’ account,
the desire for the pleasures money can buy has no absolute level of fulfillment; rather,
the richest tyrants are still “poor” because they are never “filled up.” The desire
Antisthenes speaks of in his condemnation (Symposium 4.35-7) is not connected to
particular needs or definite lacks, but a desire for more money, a purely symbolic good
consisting in a share of social goods superior to that of one’s companions, and the
consequent power to control them and freedom from being controlled by them (hence
the political paradigm of the tyrant). Thus the desire that concerns Antisthenes is a
phenomenon of life in an economically interdependent society and, plausibly, even
created by the fact of that society. Insofar as money might signify political power, we
might see in this corrupted tyrant a frustrated citizen of the Athenian democracy,
whose radical egalitarian ideology fails to distinguish “the bad” from “the good”
(VA 71). Community creates desire for more because the pursuit of power within a
community is an infinite quest for more. Since the pursuit is endless, engaging in the
competition is a “difficult disease” (4.37), to which the solution is to fix a firm standard
for the need for money. Only in formulating this escape from the disease does
Antisthenes reduce the pursuit of money to the particular needs money serves, iden-
tifying his hunger, thirst, and need for warmth and comfortable sleep as standards for
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his food, drink, clothing, housing, and bedding (4.37—40). For sex, which apparently
occurs as a less predictable need, availability or proximity (to paron) is the criterion for
selecting a partner with minimal expenditure of effort or money. (Diogenes would
notoriously eliminate even that need for social encounter by practicing masturbation.)
All in all, Antisthenes finds economic freedom, symbolic for the freedom of the soul,
by seceding from the economic system. When it comes to engaging with others on
an intellectual basis, Socrates gives him “wealth” without weight or measure, and
Antisthenes is able to share his “wealth” of wisdom with whomever wants it without
envy or loss to himself (4.43), that is, without an economy. The argument he gives is
surely a version of the core of the broader Cynic rejection of real society in all its
guises, including also the political interactions of the city-state (about which Antisthenes
elsewhere expresses his doubts: VA 68-78). The “negative” freedom from bodily, or
expensive, desires as Antisthenes portrays it in this passage is a particular freedom,
motivated by, first, the futility of seeking fulfillment for this type of desire and, second,
the preference for the positive freedom to “see things most worth seeing and hear
things most worth hearing and . . . to spend the day together in leisure with Socrates”
(4.44. For other articulations of the telos or goal of Cynic freedom, see Goulet-Cazé
1993). This way of life, presumably, is the path to becoming wise, if it is not the life of
wisdom already. If we hear little about this positive freedom from the later Cynics, it is
because their efforts are consumed in using their freedom from society to demonstrate
to others the existence of this path, one way to understand the famous Cynic “short
cut” (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.104 = VA 135) to personal
virtue.

In itself, personal virtue for Antisthenes and the Cynics remained in one sense a
defense or power of resistance against external interference: thus Antisthenes privi-
leges the idea of ischus (“strength”) (in Diogenes Laertius’ doxography, VA 134.4, and
in his book titles on Heracles, VA 41.27 and 41.79), and becoming virtuous is build-
ing strength in various senses. Images of the wise soul living as if within his own
imaginary “city walls” of reason are frequent (VA 107, 124, 134). But the idealization
of Heracles and Cyrus, who were heroes because of their power to achieve, suggests
that virtue had a positive nature also. Like the later Cynics, Antisthenes insisted that
virtue could be learned (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.105 = VA
99), and the process of learning was the activity of askesis (“exercise” or “practice”)
(VA 163), which necessarily involved large degrees of ponos (“toil” or “labor”) (VA 85,
97, 113, 134). For Antisthenes, and perhaps Diogenes as well, this exercise and toil
have at least three components, of which two are neatly juxtaposed as physical
exercises, gymnasia, to train the body and mental exercises, logoi, to train the soul
(VA 163, with Caizzi's emended text; Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers
6.70-1 = VB 291). In addition, Antisthenes seems to have recognized a third type of
ponos that trains one’s self-image or self-esteem: to suffer disrepute in popular opinion,
which is of course untrained and corrupt, is itself a type of ponos that steers one towards
virtue (VA 134.6-7, 88-90); at any rate the converse is true, as the praise of base
flatterers is corrupting (VA 131). Physical training was surely the model case for ponos
understood as good; athletic training was a firm part of Greek education since the
dawn of our evidence, and especially since the broadening of the aristocracy in the
archaic period. Our anecdotal evidence for Diogenes of Sinope emphasizes the physical
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toils to which he would submit himself for the sake of hardening his soul toward
indifference to external circumstances of bodily comfort (e.g., Diogenes Laertius, Lives
of Eminent Philosophers 6.34), and Socrates is portrayed similarly by Xenophon, e.g.
Memorabilia 1.2—6.

Although Antisthenes’ discourse on controlling bodily comforts in the Symposium is
consistent with the assumption that he, too, promoted physical askesis, the bulk of our
evidence suggests that the crucial exercise and toil in his view was intellectual. The
soul was similar to the body, like an organ which became stronger in response to
exertion outside its accustomed range of activity, not like a receptacle for beliefs, as
in the famous images of the mind as a wax tablet or bird cage in Plato’s Theaetetus
191-9. Nor was becoming good a mere turning or conversion, as in the image of
Plato’s soul turning its gaze upward in Republic 7. Thus the logoi were not propositions
to be proven, understood in an instant of insight, or even retained, but activities to be
undertaken as exercise, in analogy to gymnastics. From what we know of Antisthenes’
actual activity — he talked with Socrates, talked with others, read texts, and wrote
texts, including secondary texts about the primary ones — it would seem that his
exercise in logoi was just reception and production of well-chosen verbal material,
probably on the topic of the good life, together with the effort necessary to understand
the concepts at stake. If, according to the discussion above, names and concepts rather
than propositions are the main vehicles of truth and constituents of knowledge and
wisdom in Antisthenes’ views of language and epistemology, then the best way to
develop a good grasp of truth was wide exposure to challenging uses of names. And for
this reason, in addition to Athenian tradition, Homer made a good candidate for his
studies. Standing at the beginning of Greek literature in the eighth century Bck, Homer
was in many ways a foreign text by the fourth century, needful of comprehension also
in the terms of Antisthenes’ Socratic values. Thus, for example, Antisthenes reads
Nestor's ability to lift a heavy cup in Iliad 11.636 as Homer’s mode for saying that
Nestor, like Socrates, could drink a lot of wine without being affected (VA 191: see
further Pépin in Goulet and Goulet-Cazé 1993).

This conception of intellectual activity as toil, exercise, and training of the soul,
rather than pursuit of knowledge in itself, illuminates Diogenes Laertius’ famous
summary of Antisthenes’ ethical views at Lives of the Philosophers 6.11-12 (VA 134),
especially regarding the intellectualism of virtue. Virtue is teachable (VA 134.2; also
Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.105 = VA 135.17) and, once gained, inalienable (VA
134.11; also Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.105 = VA 135.18), except perhaps under
the influence of others (Lives of Eminent Philosophers 6.103 = VA 161): these qualities
are marks of intellectualism (Goulet-Cazé 1986: 141-2). The survival of achieved
virtue without further exercise (implied in VA 161), makes Antisthenes’ view more
intellectualist than Xenophon'’s (Memorabilia 1.2.19). But virtue is, ultimately, a matter
of deeds (erga), not of words or statements (logoi) (VA 134.4-5): that is, the activities
and practices of engaging with words, on the analogy of physical gymnastics, is the
matter of virtue, presumably its realm for operation and existence as well as its source.
Correspondingly, when the virtuous man is described in Antisthenes’ fragments, his
essential virtue is identified as phronesis (VA 41.69, 106, 132, 134.17), practical
wisdom, about as often as he is called by the more purely intellectualist term sophos
(or sapiens in Latin) (VA 54, 96, 187, 188, 192, and often in Diogenes Laertius, Lives
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of Eminent Philosophers). Most importantly for intellectualist ethics, though, this virtue
falls short of identity or mutual entailment with happiness, an identity assumed in
much post-Socratic ethical theory (Long 1988: 161, 164—71). Rather, virtue is almost
self-sufficient (autarkes) for happiness (VA 134.3—4): that is, it needs nothing in addi-
tion except for “Socratic strength” (Sokratiké ischus). This Socratic strength, which
probably refers to the strength of character Socrates exemplified rather than a strength
that Antisthenes understood to be part of Socrates’ theory about virtue (Goulet-Cazé
1986: 145), might be a name for the concept of the will that Aristotle found so lacking
in Plato’s accounts of Socratic intellectualism. Insofar as “strength” was a key feature
in Antisthenes’ portrayal of the virtue of Heracles (VA 41.27), where he apparently set
it in parallel with phronesis (so the book title at VA 41.69), Antisthenes might have
gone some way toward incorporating a concept of will into ethical theory, even if his
theory was expressed largely in the form of examples of fictional heroes.

Diogenes of Sinope, Defacer of the Currency

Whereas Antisthenes’ arguments about logos were applied by the Cynics in their scorn
for logic and embrace of nondiscursive linguistic modes, his views on virtue and pleas-
ure were applied quite directly, and often in “rhetorical” exaggeration beyond their
practical purposes, creating freedom for the pursuit of virtue and enacting this pursuit.
According to one anecdote, “Diogenes used to say that he followed the example of the
trainers of choruses, for they too set the note a little high, to ensure that the rest would
hit the right note” (VB 266). Diogenes allegedly repudiated Antisthenes for being “too
soft” (VB 584.8-10) and Socrates for living in too much luxury (VB 256): his only
possession was his wallet for food (VB 158). But he apparently claimed a return to the
emulation of Socrates, even if in this emulation he would be called “Socrates gone
mad” (VB 59, attributed to Plato). Although Socrates and Diogenes become models in
tandem for the wise man in later Stoicizing and Cynicizing authors, such as Epictetus
and Dio Chrysostom, there is also an ancient sentiment that Cynicism is not continuous
with Socraticism, presumably for its highly rhetorical character. Whereas Socrates
was indifferent to poverty, the Cynic chose and embraced poverty. Whereas Socrates
was ironic and bold, the Cynic was outrageously provocative and outspoken. Thus
Clement and Epiphanius could say that Antisthenes “converted” from Socraticism to
Cynicism (VA 107: Sayre 1948: 85).

For Diogenes, as for Antisthenes, we receive a story about the conversion to philo-
sophy. In fact, we receive many stories about Diogenes, and stories and legends
constitute virtually everything we receive (see Gerhard in Billerbeck 1991). But the
story that captures the goal and spirit of his mission speaks of his act of “defacing the
currency” (a quotation from his own text Pordalus, Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent
Philosophers 6.20 = VB 2). The Greek word for “currency” takes its root from the word
for “custom” and in its particular form refers either to coined money or to the ways of
culture. The word for “deface,” too, is derived from the word for “stamping,” which
could be used literally in reference to misstamping the coinage or metaphorically in
reference to restamping public custom in a new direction. Attached to this expression
is a biographical story, attested earliest in the Stoic Diocles of Magnesia, late first
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century BcE, that Diogenes was forced into exile from his native city, Sinope, after
either his father Hicesias or he himself was caught having defaced the currency, that
is, devalued the coinage (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philsophers 6.20—1 and
frequently = VB 2—4). It was, then, exile that made Diogenes a philosopher (VB 13), a
paradoxical reward matched by the paradoxical punishment of the other citizens of
Sinope, the condemnation to stay home (VB 11). This story may be literally true, or it
may be a legend invented from the metaphor Diogenes used for his primary activity,
defying the norms of society. At any rate, virtually every legend about Diogenes shows
him defacing the currency, always in public, whether performing the things of Demeter
(eating) or the things of Aphrodite (sex), and his shamelessness earned him the pejo-
rative title “Dog,” which he defaced into a compliment. In his writings (whose authen-
ticity was doubted in antiquity) as well as his behavior he challenged the norms: in his
Republic (Politeia) he apparently advocated incest and cannibalism, two of the strongest
taboos of Greek culture. Surely this was for the effect of total challenge to the norms,
not to cause people to eat their parents and mate with their kin (Doring 1995: 148).
Coherently with the countercultural inclinations of Cynicism, women were appar-
ently recognized as the equals of men regarding potential for virtue (Antisthenes states
that the virtue of man and woman is the same, Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent
Philosophers 6.12 = VA 134.15), and, even while most references to women in the
fragments address their sexual identities, Antisthenes’ comments seem often intended
to release women from these identities, and Hipparchia at least (late fourth century cE)
became famous with her husband Crates for her provocative acts (SSR vol. 3: 577-9).

Because the Cynicism of Diogenes was inherently rhetorical and political, it was
easy to divorce from the virtuous life that was allegedly its goal. Stoicism, it seems,
inherited and developed the seriously moral aspect of Antisthenes’ Socraticism, to-
gether with borrowings from the more technical Socratic schools, the Academy and
Peripatos, and by the mid-Hellenistic period the “old” Cynicism had faded into literary
activity, such as the satires of Menippus (Dudley 1937: 110-24). But Socrates and
Antisthenes both were serious about politics, in the proto-Cynic sense of confronting
others in the community and turning them to the pursuit of virtue. When under the
Roman Empire Cynicism became relevant again, as a stance against power, Socrates if
not so much Antisthenes could stand with Diogenes of Sinope as an emblem for both
exhortation to virtue and the virtuous life itself.

Note

1 Second edition, Naples 1990: see bibliography. All fragments will be cited from this edition.
The 1966 edition of Antisthenes’ fragments by Decleva Caizzi remains valuable.
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Xenophon's Socrates
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Xenophon and the Socratic Question

Of the many Socratic dialogues (logoi Sokratikoi) written by Socrates’ disciples, only
those of Plato and Xenophon have come down to us in complete form; the others are
preserved only in fragments. The chief interest of Xenophon's Socratic writings (the
Memorabilia, Symposium, Oeconomicus, and Apology) is that they give us an alternative
portrait of Socrates, the only complete portrait emerging from the Socratic circle that
we are now in a position to contrast with Plato’s. But if it turns out that Xenophon'’s
Socrates (henceforth Socrates®) does not correspond to what we know of the historical
Socrates, should we not then regard him as an impostor unworthy of our interest?
Thus we cannot consider Socrates® without first taking a position on the so-called
“Socratic question”: that is, can we reconstruct the thought of the historical Socrates
on the basis of the main surviving testimonies on him, those of Aristophanes, Plato,
Xenophon and Aristotle? But the Socratic question, as it was debated from the time of
Schleiermacher' to the beginning of the twentieth century, is not only an unsolvable
problem — as is shown by the lack of any agreement — but also a pseudo-problem. If
the logoi Sokratikoi are works of fiction, allowing their authors considerable scope for
invention not only in the setting but also in the ideas expressed by the characters
including Socrates, then it seems hopeless to try to reconstruct the thought of the
historical Socrates on the basis of the logoi Sokratikoi. But if the Socratic question is
doomed to remain an unsolvable (pseudo-)problem, we must draw the consequences;
and one of the consequences is that there is no longer any obstacle to rehabilitating
Xenophon's Socratic writings. The reasons that led to the eclipse of the Memorabilia
and of Xenophon'’s other Socratic writings at the end of the nineteenth century are
bound up with the Socratic question. In other words, if we examine the main criti-
cisms which were brought against Xenophon's Socratic writings, and which resulted
in the eclipse of these writings for most of the twentieth century, we will see that they
were aimed above all at discrediting Xenophon's testimony in the context of a solution
to the Socratic question. So if we set this question aside as a pseudo-problem, most of
the criticisms of Xenophon's Socratic writings become irrelevant. Nonetheless, there is
one criticism, and not a trivial one, which might survive the decline of the Socratic
question. This criticism, going back to Schleiermacher’s influential study (1818),
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argues that Xenophon was not a philosopher and that the properly philosophical
interest of his Socratic writings is thin — so thin that it would be hard to understand
Socrates’ enormous philosophical posterity if he were merely the boring preacher
depicted in the Memorabilia. This criticism has been taken up by all of Xenophon'’s
detractors since the beginning of the nineteenth century, and recent writers still make
use of it.? It is this criticism which underlies the summary judgment of those who
declare that the only Socrates who counts on the philosophical level is Plato’s (hence-
forth Socrates”).> Shall we then banish Socrates® once and for all, as some writers
openly advise?* The criticism which denies Socrates™ the title of philosopher can how-
ever be overcome by the following arguments:

a) The very fact that this criticism was never formulated before the beginning of the
nineteenth century should provoke some reflection. What conception of philosophy
does this criticism presuppose? Apparently one which sees philosophy as an essentially
critical and speculative activity; so, since Xenophon's Socratic writings are not espe-
cially critical or speculative, it is concluded, as if the inference were automatic, that
they are of negligible philosophical interest. But if philosophy is understood as a way of
life — and so the ancients understood it> — what right do we have to refuse the title of
philosopher to Socrates®, who strives to make his life and his logoi consistent,® and,
above all, to make other people better?”

b) If Socrates® is not a philosopher, as is claimed on the basis of an anachronistic
conception of philosophy, it would be hard to explain how he — Socrates®, not just
Socrates in general — could have had so much influence on many ancient authors,
notably the Stoics, as is shown by the testimonies of Diogenes Laertius (7.2) and Sextus
Empiricus (Against the Professors 9. 92—101), among others.

¢) By no means all modern and contemporary philosophers have accepted
Schleiermacher’s criticism. Nietzsche, in particular, did not hide his admiration for the

Memorabilia, calling it “the most attractive book of Greek literature”:®

Xenophon's Memoribilia give a truly faithful image [of Socrates], just as intelligent as their
model; but one must understand how to read this book. The philologists at bottom believe
that Socrates has nothing to tell them, and they get bored with reading it. Other people
feel that this book both wounds you and makes you happy.’

Socrates® is certainly not as stimulating, subtle, or disconcerting a philosopher as his
Platonic namesake, but that does not make him any less an authentic philosopher, in
his aspiration to a self-sufficient life based on self-mastery.'° This may be a conception
of philosophy which has become alien to us, but that does not give us the right to deny
that it is philosophy.

The Main Differences Between Socrates™ and Socrates”
The interpreter of Xenophon's Socratic writings has two methods for bringing out

the originality and distinctiveness of Socrates™. First, he can analyze in and of them-
selves some philosophical positions peculiar to Socrates; second, he can proceed to a
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comparative exegesis of Socratic themes that are shared by Xenophon and Plato. The
aim of comparative exegesis is not to determine, with regard to some shared theme,
which version is historically the more accurate, but rather to note the differences and
to interpret them by seeing how they function, for Plato as well as Xenophon, in a
philosophically coherent representation of the character of Socrates. In what follows I
will try to illustrate these two exegetical methods: I will first!! set out the philosophical
position which is at the heart of Socrates™’s ethics and which sets him most clearly
apart from his Platonic namesake, and then I will show'? how this philosophical posi-
tion forces Xenophon to rework at a fundamental level some Socratic themes which
are also present in Plato. Socrates® cannot be reduced to Socrates’, and there is no
hope of harmonizing their doctrines. Those who claim otherwise are contenting them-
selves with surface agreements'’ that conceal deeper disagreements. For those who
continue to doubt the distinctiveness of Socrates®, here is a partial list of the main
differences between the two Socrateses.'*

1) Socrates®, who never avows ignorance of any moral subject, is capable of defining
the virtues,'® while Socrates’, who claims to be ignorant of the most important
subjects, tries in vain to define the virtues. Thus Socrates” must always begin his
quest anew, while Socrates™ never gives the impression of being at a loss for an
answer to any question he asks.

2) Socrates® openly acknowledges that he is a teacher and an educational expert,'®
while Socrates®, who denies being anyone’s teacher,!” often represents himself
as his interlocutor’s student.'®

3) Socrates® acknowledges that he does not himself practice politics, but forthrightly
admits that he trains young people in politics;'® while Socrates®, who never
acknowledges providing any such training, claims to be the only person who
practices politics, in the sense that he is the only one who concerns himself with
making his fellow-citizens better.*"

4) For Socrates®, politics is a techne like any other,”' a mere technical competence
which can be learned from a recognized teacher,”? and not, as for Socrates",
an architectonic moral wisdom, that is, a knowledge of good and evil which
encompasses the different technai, setting the ends which they must each pursue
for the good of the city.*?

5) Socrates® attaches much importance to economics and to the conditions of
material prosperity,”* to which Socrates’ is completely indifferent.?®

6) Socrates® is very critical of the great Athenian leaders of his time, particularly
Pericles and Themistocles.?® Socrates®, by contrast, treats them with the greatest
respect.*”

7) Socrates®, quite sensitive to honor and fame, encourages those who aspire to
honors.?® Socrates” is himself alien to the pursuit of honors and recommends
renouncing such ambitions.*

8) As many commentators have noted, Socrates™ never displays the particular kind
of irony characteristic of Socrates’, which is closely bound up with his avowal of
ignorance. Since Socrates™ never avows ignorance, it is not surprising that he is
not “ironic” in this way.
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9)

10)

11)

12)

13)

14)

15)

16)

17)

Self-knowledge consists, for Socrates®, in recognizing the extent and limits of
one’s own dunamis, of what one is and is not technically capable of doing®*’ — not
in recognizing that the “self” is the soul and that one must therefore live with a
view to the goods of the soul rather than to bodily or external goods.*!
Socrates® thinks that virtue is the result of practice (askésis),>? and that one can
lose it as soon as one ceases to practice,>’ while Socrates’, who makes virtue a
kind of knowledge,** seems never to recognize that one can lose it.

Inasmuch as physical strength is indispensable for the acquisition and practice
of virtue, Socrates® gives much importance to the care of the body,*® and, in
contrast with Socrates’, shows little interest in the care of the soul.*®

Socrates® thinks, in accordance with tradition, that a man'’s virtue consists in
helping his friends and harming his enemies;*” Socrates’, by contrast, maintains
that one should never harm even one’s enemies.*

Socrates® almost never uses the elenchus, and calls on a different kind of Iogos to
make his companions better;** while Socrates’, in the early dialogues, subjects
most of his interlocutors to the elenchus.

While Socrates® is notorious for the “outrageousness” (atopia)*® which so dis-
concerts his interlocutors, Socrates® is usually predictable and, with the excep-
tion of his first conversation with Euthydemus (Memorabilia 4.2), never leads his
interlocutors into aporia.

Socrates” believes he has a mission from Delphic Apollo to live a philosophical
life,*' while Socrates®, who professes no such mission, also does not see in the
practice of philosophy (understood as examination of oneself and of others) an
act of piety or of service to God.** His conception of piety is pretty much the
traditional one.**

Socrates® has the benefit of the advice of a divine sign (daimonion semeion), which
indicates to him what he and his friends should do or avoid.** In Plato, the
divine sign never intervenes on behalf of Socrates’ friends, and never indic-
ates to Socrates himself what he should do, but makes itself known only to
stop him from doing what he is about to do.*> While Socrates® sees in the divine
sign a means of divination like any other,*® Socrates” makes it a special kind of
divination, distinctive in being purely negative.*’

Socrates® acknowledges that the gods have the power to harm human beings,**
while Socrates® refuses to admit that the gods can ever be the cause of an evil.*

)4()

Socrates™ and Enkrateia

But the main difference between the two Socrateses comes down to three characteristics
which Xenophon presents at the beginning of Memorabilia 1.2, when he sets out to
defend Socrates against the accusation of corrupting the young:

It also seems extraordinary to me that any people should have been persuaded that
Socrates had a bad influence upon young men. Besides what I have said already, he
was in the first place the most self-disciplined of men (panton anthropon enkratestatos)
in respect of his sexual and other appetites; then he was most tolerant (karterikotatos) of

96



XENOPHON'S SOCRATES

cold and heat and hardships of all kinds; and finally he had so trained himself to be
moderate in his requirements that he was very easily satistied (arkounta) with very few
possessions.*’

The three qualities mentioned in this passage are enkrateia (self-mastery with regard to
bodily pleasures), karteria (endurance of physical pain), and autarkeia (self-sufficiency).
Xenophon frequently mentions these three qualities of Socrates in the rest of the
Memorabilia,”* and for good reason: this triad forms the core of Socratic ethics in
Xenophon's writings. To see this, recall that Xenophon asserts that enkrateia is the
foundation of virtue (1.5.4), i.e. the necessary condition of acquiring and practicing it.
Immediately after asserting that enkrateia is the foundation of virtue, Socrates asks,
“without it [enkrateia], who could either learn anything good or practise it to a degree
worth mentioning?”>? Enkrateia is thus the precondition for any learning or practice
that may help in the development of virtue. Only once the soul is in full possession of
itself, and masters the pleasures that press it to satisfy them,** does it meet all the
conditions for becoming virtuous. Since acquiring virtue requires effort, dedication,
and study,’* and since the man who is the slave of his bodily pleasures will take no
pleasure in this ascetic discipline, enkrateia is clearly a precondition for acquiring virtue.

The role of enkrateia is distinctive to the ethics of Socrates®. Socrates” gives it no
such importance: he never presents self-mastery as the foundation of virtue, and even
the term “enkrateia” is absent from the early dialogues; the Charmides’ discussion of
sophrosuné is oddly silent on the traditional conception of sophrosuné as a mastery of
pleasures and desires. But one can hardly overestimate the role of enkrateia in the
ethics of Socrates™, who makes it the foundation of virtue and the source of all benefit
or usefulness (opheleia). And to see the importance that Xenophon gives to usefulness,
we need only recall that to defend Socrates against the charge of having injured
the city and harmed the young people of his circle, Xenophon tries to show, on the
contrary, how useful he was to his companions. Just this is Xenophon'’s aim in the
Memorabilia: “in order to support my opinion that he benefited his companions,
alike by actions that revealed his own character and by his conversation, I will set
down what I recollect of these.”*® To give a clearer idea of the multiform usefulness of
enkrateia, let us take stock of its many functions:

1) Enkrateia is indispensable for all who exercise power and occupy positions of
responsibility.’® Be it a mere slave responsible for the storehouses of an estate, or a
leader responsible for the welfare of the city, whoever exercises power must absolutely
be master of himself. Socrates is convinced that self-mastery is the precondition for
governing anyone else: whoever aims at commanding people must at all costs be
capable of resisting the lure of pleasure, for otherwise there is a danger that the
promise of pleasure may warp his judgment and lead him to make decisions which will
prove disastrous both to himself and to those for whom he is responsible.’”

2) Enkrateia is the condition of freedom. If it is a prerequisite for acquiring virtue,
and if people who have been reduced to slavery for economic or political reasons may
nonetheless have access to enkrateia and to virtue, the worst slavery is necessarily that
of the person who is enslaved to his passions and dominated by pleasure, since such a
person does not have the freedom needed for the pursuit of the good and of virtue.®
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3) Enkrateia is the condition of justice. The person who lacks enkrateia is constantly
in need of money, because he is ever in search of means to satisfy his passions; so there
is a danger that he will help himself to the goods of others to temporarily satisfy his
cupidity. In Xenophon’s Apology, Socrates explicitly connects his justice with the
moderation of his desires:

[W]ho is there in your knowledge that is less a slave to his bodily appetites than I am?
Who in the world more free, for I accept neither gifts nor pay from any one? Whom would
you with reason regard as more just than the one so reconciled to his present possessions
as to want nothing beside that belongs to another?*’

Contrariwise, the tyrant is unjust precisely because his lack of enkrateia impels him to
seize and appropriate the goods of others.®® In the Memorabilia (1.2.1-8), Xenophon
invokes Socrates’ enkrateia to refute the accusation of corrupting the young: how could
he have treated them unjustly, given that he was a model of enkrateia, and that enkrateia
is the foundation for all virtues including justice?

4) Enkrateia is the condition sine qua non of friendship (philia). As is illustrated by the
story of Heracles at the crossroads,®' the person who lacks enkrateia is incapable of
forming a genuine philia, which would be beneficial both to himself and to his friends,
because he treats others as a means, a mere instrument permitting him to satisfy
his desires and obtain pleasure. This connection between enkrateia and friendship is
expressly stated at Memorabilia 2.6.1, and is also implicitly present in the conversation
between Socrates and Aristippus,®? which serves precisely as the introduction to the
long series of conversations devoted to philia (Memorabilia 2.1-10). It is striking that
Aristippus and the woman who represents Vice in the story of Heracles at the cross-
roads both lack enkrateia and are both excluded, for precisely that reason, from their
respective communities.®® Genuine friendship is possible only between people who are
virtuous and therefore masters of themselves. Enkrateia is also what allows one to
fulfill the chief duty of friendship, which is to provide for the needs of a friend in
difficulty. Given that the enkratés person has limited needs and can be content with
little, he will not hesitate to provide for the needs of a friend in difficulty; and inversely,
the person who is not master of himself cannot count on genuine friends who will
come to his help in case of need.®*

5) Enkrateia is the condition of wealth and prosperity. If one does not succeed in
mastering one’s desires and limiting one’s needs, notably those required to satisfy
bodily pleasures, then money will inevitably be thrown away on the satisfaction of
desires;®> moreover, as the pursuit of pleasure prevents the akrates person from devot-
ing himself to money-making activities, he will always be short of money to satisfy the
desires which leave him no respite. The widespread opinion that Socrates had no
interest in economics arises doubtless from Plato’s Apology, where Socrates openly
acknowledges that he is poor®® and that he has neglected his own affairs and the
management of his household.®” On these two points, Socrates® is sharply distinguished
from his Platonic namesake: not only is he not poor, he cannot let himself say that he
neglects oikonomia to any extent. Given the conception of wealth and poverty that
Xenophon sets out in many passages, Socrates is not poor, because he has more than
he needs. In the Oeconomicus (11.3), Socrates reacts very strongly against those who
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regard him as poor: this reproach, he says, is the most unreasonable of all that have
ever been brought against him. Since wealth is simply the excess of what one has over
what one needs, one can be rich even if one has very little, as long as it is sufficient for
one’s needs. Wealth and poverty depend, not on the amount of money at one’s dis-
posal, but on limiting one’s needs. Someone is poor if what he needs exceeds what he
has,*® however much that might be, while he is rich if what he has, however modest,
fully suffices for his needs.®® Xenophon sets out this relative conception of wealth and
poverty in many passages, attributing it now to Antisthenes,”” now to Hieron,” now
to Socrates himself.”> Unlike Plato, Xenophon could not say that Socrates neglects the
management of his own affairs, without at the same time calling into question Socrates’
ability to train future statesmen. Since Socrates® finds no discontinuity between the
ability to manage the oikos well and the ability to administer the polis well, and since
the former is indeed a precondition for the latter,”® and since he prides himself on
training future statesmen,’* it follows in principle that he must be capable of training
his young companions in domestic economy. And indeed he gives proof of his economic
competence in Memorabilia 2.7.

6) More surprisingly, enkrateia is also the condition for practicing dialectic. By
“dialectic,” Socrates® means “the practice of meeting together for common delibera-
tion, sorting, discussing (dialegontas) things after their kind (kata gen).”” Despite
appearances, dialectic here is not the art of dichotomy illustrated in Plato’s Sophist and
Statesman, which divides classes successively in half in order to reach a definition, but
rather an ability to bring a concept or an action under one of two great classes, good
and evil. But the ability to distinguish good from evil, both in logos and in action,
belongs only to those who are masters of themselves, because only in their case is
there no danger that the lure of pleasure and the power of desire will lead them to take
as good what is in reality an evil: “only the self-controlled (tois enkratesi monois) have
power to consider the things that matter most, and, sorting them out after their
kind (dialegontas kata gene), by word and deed alike to prefer the good and reject
the evil.””®

The importance of enkrateia also becomes clear in the plan that governs the sequence
of conversations contained in the Memorabilia. For Socrates®, a person’s usefulness is
grounded in enkrateia: this is what allows him to be useful to himself, and his useful-
ness then extends, thanks to his exercise of virtue, to his household, his friends, and
finally his city and fellow-citizens. There are at least six passages in the Memorabilia””
which clearly present enkrateia as the precondition of all usefulness, be it toward one-
self or toward others (family, friends, city). A passage of Xenophon's Apology gives an
excellent proof a contrario of Xenophon'’s conviction that the ability to be useful to
oneself, one’s friends, and the city is grounded in enkrateia. Commenting on Socrates’
prophecy about Anytus’ son, Xenophon says, “In saying this he was not mistaken: the
young man, delighting in wine, never left off drinking night or day, and at last turned
out worth nothing to his city, his friends, or himself.””® It is thus on account of a lack
of enkrateia that Anytus’ son is prevented from being useful to himself, his friends, and
the city. From usefulness to oneself, through usefulness to one’s household and friends,
to usefulness to the city, there is no break: these are all manifestations of one and the
same disposition, enkrateia. There is good reason to think that one aim of the sequence

99



LOUIS-ANDRE DORION

of conversations from Memorabilia 1.3 to the end of Book 3 is to illustrate precisely this
progressive extension of Socrates’ usefulness, from the initial assertion of his main
virtues (piety, self-sufficiency, enkrateia), through his own family and various of his
friends, to his usefulness to the city as a whole. If Xenophon insists so strongly on the
necessity of service to one’s household, friends, and country,”” should we not suppose
that he wanted to illustrate just this progression of usefulness, extending in concentric
circles from the individual to the whole city, in the case of Socrates? The plan of the
Memorabilia is thus natural for Xenophon, corresponding perfectly to the successive
stages of the development of usefulness, starting from its necessary grounding in
enkrateia.

Reworking of Socratic Themes on the Basis of Enkrateia

It is only once we have brought to light the importance of enkrateia that we can really
understand Xenophon's treatment of some Socratic themes which are also present in
Plato. In other words, we can show how Xenophon reworks certain themes so that
they fit coherently into his overall portrayal of Socrates, and so that they support the
leading role of enkrateia in the ethics of his Socrates. Xenophon's reworking of certain
themes is particularly clear in the cases of the Delphic oracle, the basilike tekhne, friend-
ship, and akrasia.

The Delphic oracle

Faced with the diverging accounts of the Delphic oracle in the Apologies of Plato and
Xenophon, we might hesitate between two interpretive choices: either we accept
Plato’s version in preference to Xenophon's,*® for reasons which — we will have to
admit — turn more on prejudice than on the possibility of deciding with certainty in
favor of one version. Or else we keep both versions and, rather than disqualifying one
in order to vindicate the other, we try to record their differences, and, above all, to
interpret them in the context of the philosophical convictions of our two authors.
According to Plato’s account, the Pythia, in response to Chaerephon’s question whether
there is anyone wiser than Socrates, said that there is no one wiser than he (21a). In
emphasizing Socrates’ sophia, which consists in his recognition of his own ignorance,
the Pythia’s response expresses an essential trait of Socrates’ character and of his
ethics, as they are represented not just in Plato’s Apology but in the early dialogues as
a whole. Moreover, this particular form of sophia is directly connected to the practice of
the elenchus, since one of the aims of the elenchus is to bring someone who wrongly
imagines that he has knowledge to recognize his ignorance. Since Socrates*'s sophia
does not consist in recognizing his own ignorance,®' and since he does not usually
practice the elenchus,®” it is no surprise that Xenophon does not reproduce the re-
sponse of the oracle as we find it in Plato’s Apology, and still less the interpretation
that Socrates” gives of it. In Xenophon's Apology, Socrates reports that the Pythia
told Chaerephon “that no man was more free (eleutherioteron) than I, or more just
(dikaioteron), or more moderate (sophronesteron).”®® It is certainly remarkable that
this response makes no mention of sophia — and this tends to confirm that sophia does
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not play as central a role in Xenophon as in Plato — but the choice of the three virtues
that are mentioned is even more revealing, since it is entirely in accord with the
preeminence Xenophon gives to mastery of one’s pleasures and desires. The explana-
tion that Socrates™ spontaneously gives of this oracle shows that the three qualities
in fact reduce to one, namely sophrosuné, which in Xenophon is almost always syn-
onymous with enkrateia.®* In accordance with what we have already seen,®® Socrates®
presents moderation in pleasures and desires as the foundation of his perfect justice
and unequalled freedom. The oracle’s response is thus a kind of condensation of the
main principles of the ethics that Socrates® incarnates, so that it is tempting to think
that “Xenophon has reformulated Plato’s account of the oracle’s response in the
service of his own understanding of Socratic ethics.”%°

The “kingly art” (basilike tekhne)

In the conversation on enkrateia at the beginning of Book 2 of the Memorabilia,
Aristippus asks Socrates, “But how about those who are trained in the art of kingship
(tén basiliken tekhnen), Socrates, which you appear to identify with happiness? How are
they better off than those whose sufferings are compulsory if they must bear hunger,
thirst, cold, sleeplessness, and endure all these tortures willingly”?%” The ability to
endure hunger, thirst, cold, and fatigue shows that the basilike tekhne is closely con-
nected with enkrateia (the ability to resist the lure of bodily pleasures) and karteria (the
ability to tolerate physical pain). Whoever aims to command human beings must at
all costs be capable of resisting the lure of pleasure and of tolerating pain, for if he is
overcome by either of these, there is a danger that he will neglect his duty and his
responsibilities. This is why, for Socrates®, it is absolutely necessary to train future
leaders to resist the lure of bodily pleasure (enkrateia) and to tolerate physical pain
(karteria).®®

The expression basilike tekhne occurs in only one other passage of Xenophon's
Socratic writings, in Book IV of the Memorabilia, when Socrates is talking with
Euthydemus:

Surely Euthydemus, you don’t covet the kind of excellence that makes good statesmen
and managers, competent rulers and benefactors of themselves and mankind in general?
— Yes, I do, answered Euthydemus, that kind of excellence I greatly desire. — Why,
cried Socrates, it is the noblest kind of excellence (tes kallistés aretes), the greatest of
arts (megistes tekhnés) that you covet, for it belongs to kings and is dubbed “kingly”
(basiliké).>

It emerges clearly from this passage and from all of Socrates’ conversations with
Euthydemus® that the basilike tekhne is a political competence founded on the indi-
vidual's control over himself. It is precisely because it is related to enkrateia that the
basilike tekhne is considered to be “the noblest kind of excellence.” The person who
possesses the kingly art is useful in the first place to himself, inasmuch as this art in
making him master of himself guards him against making bad decisions under the
influence of pleasure; he is then also useful to others, because his mastery over himself
makes him capable of administering his household well and of leading others effectively.
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Here we recognize Socrates®’s master-idea: it is enkrateia which guarantees at the
same time a person’s virtue, his ability to administer his own household, and his
capacity for taking on political or military responsibilities. For Socrates®, there is no
discontinuity between one’s control over oneself, virtuous relations with others, the
profitable management of one’s estate, and effective governance of human beings.
Further on in Book IV, when Socrates has taken charge of Euthydemus’ political and
philosophical education, he restates, at the end of a chapter devoted to enkrateia, the
close connection between self-mastery, ability to command, and happiness (4.5.11-
12). This conception of the basiliké tekhné essentially corresponds to the conviction
that Socrates tries to communicate to Aristippus (2.1), that whoever aims to lead
others must first master himself. Thus the kingly art should not be taken in an exclu-
sively political sense — this would be to miss its ethical dimension, that it is first and
foremost a mastery which someone exercises over himself. Conversely, it would be a
mistake to present the basilike tekhne simply as the task of mastering oneself — that
would be to cut off what for Socrates is its natural continuation, household and
political oikonomia.

With these two uses of the expression basilike tekhne we may compare a passage of
Plato’s Euthydemus (291b-292c) which makes use several times of the same expres-
sion.”! For Socrates’, the kingly art is essentially a moral knowledge or wisdom (sophia),
making no reference to enkrateia; not, as for Socrates™, an ability to govern having self-
mastery as its precondition. A comparative look at the basiliké tekhné helps bring to
light one of the main differences between the ethics of Socrates® and of his Platonic
namesake: the basilike tekhne of the former is closely linked to enkrateia, while that of
the latter gives enkrateia no role and is based instead on sophia.

The foundation of friendship

In Plato’s Lysis (210b—c), Socrates presents Lysis with the choice of ruling or being
ruled. But what puts someone in the position of ruler or ruled is wisdom (sophia):
where one has knowledge, one commands others, but in areas in which one is ignor-
ant, one is under another’s command. Since knowledge or wisdom is the condition for
being useful, whether to oneself or to others, it is also the condition for the formation
of genuine friendship (cf. 210c—d). In the Memorabilia, Socrates presents Aristippus
with the same choice of ruling or being ruled (2.1.1-20); but this time what makes the
difference is self-mastery (enkrateia) and not knowledge: the person who rules himself
can also rule others, while the person unable to master himself is condemned to be a
slave to himself and to others. Given that self-mastery is at the source of all genuine
usefulness, toward oneself or toward others, it is a prerequisite for the formation of a
beneficial friendship (cf. 2.6.1). The parallel between these two texts is all the more
striking in that both conversations serve as introductions to treatments of friendship.
The difference we see in their treatments of the same theme — the choice of ruling or
being ruled, and the conditions for the formation of friendship — is easily understood
when we examine it in the light of the importance of sophia and enkrateia in Socrates’
ethics according to the contrasting presentations of Plato and Xenophon. Inasmuch as
Plato attributes to Socrates a decisively intellectualist ethics, which makes sophia the
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condition for acquiring and practicing virtue, it is no surprise that knowledge or
wisdom plays a central role in the formation of friendship according to the Lysis, and
that it is a condition sine qua non of the exercise of power. While Plato sees in know-
ledge or wisdom the foundation of virtue, the source of all genuine usefulness, and
the condition of the exercise of power and of the formation of friendship, Xenophon
attributes these functions to self-mastery; this is why they give different treatments of
what is, at the outset, the same choice, to rule or to be ruled.

Akrasia

Both Socrates® and Socrates” maintain that a virtuous person who knows what is
good will never act, under the influence of pleasure or of some other passion, contrary
to his knowledge and his virtue.’? However, if we consider the details of the arguments
that they set out to support this conclusion, we will notice a number of differences.
The most important concerns the role of enkrateia: while for Socrates® the impossibility
of akrasia ultimately depends on the exercise of enkrateia,’* Socrates’ gives enkrateia no
role, so that the impossibility of akrasia on the part of the virtuous person is explained
purely by the presence of knowledge. In a revealing passage of Plato’s Protagoras,
Socrates says, “Nor is giving in to oneself anything other than error, nor controlling
oneself anything other than wisdom.”** In other words, self-mastery is not a disposi-
tion or ability independent of knowledge or wisdom, because it is simply a conse-
quence of wisdom.”” In these circumstances it is easy to understand why enkrateia as a
distinct disposition is superfluous. The fact of being “overcome by pleasure” is due not
to a lack of enkrateia but to the absence of wisdom or knowledge (357d—e). In the
Memorabilia, by contrast, enkrateia is not only distinct from sophia, but in a sense
prior to it, since it is the precondition for acquiring sophia.’® Socrates® thus reverses
Socrates”’s conception of the relations between enkrateia and sophia: while for Socrates”
enkrateia is merely an effect of sophia, Socrates® thinks on the contrary that enkrateia
precedes and is the precondition of sophia. It is thus no surprise that Socrates® at-
tributes the impossibility of akrasia on the part of the virtuous person above all to the
presence of enkrateia rather than to that of sophia. In the epilogue of the Memorabilia,
where Xenophon gives a final retrospective praise of Socrates and prepares to take
leave of his readers, he says that Socrates was “so self-controlled that he never chose
the pleasanter rather than the better course,”®” as if enkrateia alone were fully respons-
ible for preventing akrasia.

This brief analysis of four Socratic themes shared by Plato and Xenophon has
allowed us to note that on each occasion Socrates® gives to enkrateia the central role
that Socrates” gives to sophia. The systematic character of the substitution of enkrateia
for sophia leaves no room for doubt: Xenophon is seeking in this way to preserve the
philosophical coherence of his portrait of Socrates, who is not only the incarnation par
excellence of enkrateia, but also the tireless defender of an ethics that makes enkrateia
the foundation of a virtuous life. We can thus see how unfairly reductive it is to represent
Xenophon as a poor imitator of Plato: even on the assumption that he did borrow from
Plato certain Socratic themes that they share, we must note that he has in each case
reworked them to make them fit into his representation of Socrates.
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Enkrateia and Autarkeia

Despite the importance of enkrateia in the ethics of Socrates®, it is not an end in itself.
Enkrateia is certainly indispensable, but as a means to something else, while autarkeia
is a state desired for its own sake. Moreover, enkrateia is subordinated to autarkeia
to the extent that it paves the way toward self-sufficiency. We can show that the
members of the Socratic triad (karteria, enkrateia, autarkeia) are not all on the same
footing, that there is a hierarchy among them: at Memorabilia 1.2.1 the first two
members of the triad cooperate in order to bring about the third, autarkeia. This sub-
ordination of enkrateia and karteria to autarkeia is not obvious at 1.2.1, but it becomes
quite clear in the conversation between Socrates and Antiphon (1.6). Let us recall the
context. Antiphon blames Socrates for leading a miserable existence: he does not eat
fancy food, he always wears the same rough cloak, he walks barefoot and does not
have the money that would be needed to acquire pleasant things. In short, while
(according to Antiphon) philosophy is supposed to be a school of happiness, Socrates
is a master only of misery. But if Socrates has no money and demands no pay from
his disciples, this is not — as Antiphon manages to insinuate — because his knowledge
and wisdom have no value, but because he wants to keep his freedom to engage in
conversation with interlocutors of his choosing. As is also shown in other passages,’®
Socrates’ indifference to money is a consequence of his perfect enkrateia. Given that
money serves mainly to acquire the goods demanded by the appetites, and given that
Socrates has perfect mastery over his appetites, he will have little need for money. The
frugality of his diet too does not mean that he has renounced pleasure, for the genuine
pleasure of eating and drinking is not the artificial pleasure brought about by fancy
expensive foods, but the natural pleasure resulting from the satisfaction of hunger and
thirst, and a very simple diet is enough to allow him to “taste” this pleasure. As for
clothing, here too it is not because he is poor that Socrates has only one cloak and that
he goes barefoot. His dress is modest by choice: he has trained his body so well in
enduring the pains of heat and cold and of the streets on which he walks barefoot that
he has no need of sandals to protect his feet, and that a single cloak is sufficient for
both summer and winter. If autarkeia is not a total absence of needs — which only the
gods can have — but rather the ability to provide by oneself for one’s own needs, we see
better how, and how far, enkrateia and karteria pave the way for autarkeia. If we have
many needs, we will have that much more difficulty in satisfying them all and in
attaining the ideal of autarkeia. The role of enkrateia is precisely to master and to re-
strain the needs of the body (hunger, thirst, sexuality, sleep) which pull at us without
respite. Analogously, karteria aims at hardening the body, making it more resistant
and thereby also limiting its need for clothing to a strict minimum. Thus if we
must train ourselves in karteria and enkrateia, it is in order to reach the state of self-
sufficiency which clearly appears in this passage (1.6.4—10) as the crowning goal of
Socrates’ argument:

You seem, Antiphon, to imagine that happiness consists in luxury and extravagance. But
my belief is that to have no wants is divine; to have as few as possible comes next to the
divine; and as that which is divine is supreme, so that which approaches nearest to its
nature is nearest to the supreme.”
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The priority of autarkeia over enkrateia is also confirmed by the fact that of these three
virtues, only autarkeia is attributed to the gods. Since a god, unlike a human being, has
no needs, a god is self-sufficient from the outset, so that it has no need to practice
enkrateia to limits its needs, or karteria to tolerate extreme temperatures, to which it
will not be exposed in the first place. Socrates®’s aspiration to self-sufficiency must
be understood in the more general perspective of assimilation to god (homoiosis thed[i]):
since human beings aspire to happiness, and since a god gives us the model of a being
who is both self-sufficient and happy, the philosophers in their search for happiness
privilege ways of life which promise the highest degree of self-sufficiency to human
beings. Here too Socrates® can be contrasted with Socrates’, since Plato never says
or even suggests that his Socrates is self-sufficient. This is doubtless because the
only self-sufficiency that would count in Plato’s eyes is self-sufficiency with regard to
knowledge and the good, not the self-sufficiency with regard to the material conditions
of existence which Xenophon attributes to Socrates. And since Socrates’ is ignorant
and constantly in search of the knowledge and virtue which would finally satisfy his
aspiration to the good, he cannot be self-sufficient.

One Socrates and Many

Xenophon has sketched a portrait of the character of Socrates, and of the ethics he
defends, which is perfectly uniform and coherent throughout the Memorabilia, Sympo-
sium, Apology, and Oeconomicus. Because there is no noticeable doctrinal evolution
between these four texts, it does not much matter whether we know the chronological
order of their composition. As is well known, this is not the case for Plato’s dialogues,
where we can find divergences, even contradictions, between the positions Plato
attributes to Socrates in different dialogues, so that some scholars have gone so far as
to maintain that the early dialogues represent a Socrates diametrically opposed to
the Socrates of the middle dialogues.!® Even within the early dialogues it is not
always easy to reconstruct a single coherent Socratic doctrine. Now in Xenophon too
we can in a certain sense identify several different Socrateses — not because Xenophon
would like Plato have allowed himself, in the course of the development of his thought,
to attribute to Socrates several incompatible philosophical positions, but rather be-
cause, in his other writings, notably the Cyropaedia, Hiero, Agesilaus, and Constitution
of the Lacedaemonians, he attributes to other characters (Cyrus, Simonides, Agesilaus,
and Lycurgus respectively) the same characteristics, virtues, and doctrines which
Socrates incarnates in the four logoi Sokratikoi. Is this indisputable kinship, between
characters at first sight so different, to be attributed to the fact that Xenophon was so
deeply and permanently marked by the imprint of Socrates that he has — as it were, in
gratitude — attributed Socratic virtues to all of his heroes? Or has he instead drawn all
his heroes, including Socrates, after one and the same model — himself? In that case
the character of Socrates would be just one projection or avatar, among others, of an
ideal whose features Xenophon has reproduced again and again in all his writings.
However this may be, one thing is certain: the facts that Xenophon felt free to imagine
different historical characters on Socrates’ model, and that Plato attributed to the
single character Socrates positions so divergent that the unity and coherence of this

105



LOUIS-ANDRE DORION

character become problematic, are fully sufficient to show that the literary genres in
which these texts of Plato and Xenophon are written allow their authors considerable
scope for invention — so much so that it seems hopeless to search in them for what we
will doubtless never find, the historical Socrates, securely beyond our grasp.
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Memorabilia 1.4.16.

Republic 2 379b.

1.2.1 (trans. Tredennick and Waterfield).

For Socrates’ enkrateia, see Memorabilia 1.2.14, 1.3.5-14, 1.5.1, 1.5.6, 1.6.8, 2.1, 3.14,
4.5.9, 4.8.11, Xenophon, Apology 16. For his karteria, cf. Memorabilia 1.6.6—7. For his
autarkeia, see Memorabilia 1.2.14, 1.2.60, 1.6.10, 4.7.1, 4.8.11, Xenophon Symposium
4.43.

1.5.5 (trans. Tredennick and Waterfield).

Cf. Memorabilia 1.2.23: “it seems to me that every truly good thing needs to be exercised
(asketa), and not least self-discipline; for the appetites that are implanted with the soul in
the same body encourage it not to be self-disciplined, but to gratify both them and the
body in the quickest possible way” (trans. Tredennick and Waterfield).

See Memorabilia 3.9.2-3.

1.3.1 (trans. Marchant). Socrates’ usefulness is a real Leitmotiv (see, beside the passages
mentioned in note above, Memorabilia 1.1.4, 1.2.2, 1.2.60-1, 1.7.5, 2.4.1, 2.5.1, 2.6.1,
2.7.1,3.1.1, 3.6.1, 3.8.1, 3.10.1, 4.1.1, 4.4.1, 4.7.1, Xenophon, Apology 26 and 34).
Memorabilia 1.5.1, 2.1.1-7.
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Memorabilia 1.5.5, 4.5.2—6, Oeconomicus 1.17-23, Xenophon, Apology 16.

Xenophon, Apology 16 (trans. Todd).

Memorabilia 4.2.38.

Memorabilia 2.1.21-34.

Memorabilia 2.1.1-20.

See Memorabilia 2.1.13 (Aristippus) and 2.1.31 (Vice).

See Oecononomicus 2.8, Memorabilia 2.1.31.

See Memorabilia 1.2.22, 1.3.11, Oeconomicus 2.7.

Plato, Apology 23b—c, 31c, 36d.

Plato, Apology 31b and 36b.

As is the case for Critobulus (Oeconomicus 2.3—4).

As is the case for Socrates (Memorabilia 1.2.1, 1.3.5, 4.2.38-9).

Xenophon, Symposium 4.34-6.
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71 Hiero 4.8-11.

72 Oeconomicus 2.2—10, Memorabilia 4.2.37-9.

73 Memorabilia 1.1.7, 3.4.6-12, 3.6.13-15, 4.1.2, 4.2.11, 4.5.10.

74  Memorabilia 1.2.17-18, 1.6.15, 2.1, 4.2, 4.3.1.

75 4.5.12 (trans. Marchant).

76 4.5.11 (trans. Marchant).

77  Memorabilia 1.6.9, 2.6.1, 2.1.19, 4.2.11, 4.5.3-6, 4.5.10.

78 Xenophon, Apology 31 (trans. Todd)

79 See Memorabilia 1.2.48, 1.6.9, 2.1.19, 2.1.28, 2.1.33, 2.6.25-6, 3.6.2, 3.6.4, 3.7.9,
3.12.4, 4.5.10, Xenophon, Symposium 3.4, 4.64, 8.38, Oeconomicus 4.3, 6.9, 11.8-10,
11.13, Xenophon, Apology 31.

80 Cf. Vlastos (1991: 288-9).

81 Cf. above.

82 Cf. above.

83 Xenophon, Apology 14 (trans. Todd) (slightly modified).

84 Cf., inter alia, Memorabilia 3.9.4.

85 Cf. above.

86 Vander Waerdt (1993: 39).

87 2.1.17 (trans. Marchant).

88 Memorabilia 2.1.1-7.

89 4.2.11 (trans. Marchant).

90 See Memorabilia 4.2—3 and 4.5-6.

91 See Euthydemus 291b5, 291c¢5, 291d7, 292a4, 292c4.

92  Memorabilia 3.9.4-5; Protagoras 352b—e, 355a—d, 358c—d.

93 Cf. Dorion (2003b).

94 358c (trans. Taylor).

95 Cf. also Phaedrus 237e.

96 See Memorabilia 4.5.6 and Dorion (2003b).

97 4.8.11 (trans. Marchant).

98 The sequence enkrateia/indifference to money appears three times in Book 1: 1.2.1-4
(enkrateia) and 1.2.5-7 (indifference to money); 1.5.1-5 (enkrateia) and 1.5.6 (indiffer-
ence to money); 1.6.1-10 (enkrateia) and 1.6.11-14 (indifference to money). Cf. also
Xenophon, Apology 16 where the same sequence appears.

99 1.6.10 (trans. Marchant).

100 Cf. Vlastos (1991: 45-80).
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Picturing Socrates

KENNETH LAPATIN

Because, in the disputations of Socrates, where he raises all manner of questions,
makes assertions, and then demolishes them, it did not evidently appear what he held
to be the chief good, every one took from these disputations what pleased him best.

—St. Augustine, City of God 8.3

Although Socrates is principally associated with the spoken word, he was born to the
visual arts. His father, Sophroniskos, was a stone-worker (lithourgos, marmorarius),
and he himself is reported to have worked as a sculptor early in life. Ancient literary
sources report that he carved a group of the Charites (Graces) that stood at the en-
trance to the Athenian akropolis as well as an image of Hermes Propylaios. Attribution
of actual surviving artworks to Socrates — just like words — remains highly problem-
atic, of course, but multiple marble versions of both compositions are preserved. Their
popularity in antiquity is likely the result of (mis)attribution to the philosopher, for
Socrates was not a rare name; and homonymous craftsmen, among numerous others,
are mentioned in ancient texts.

If we cannot confidently identify any images by Socrates, we can readily recognize
images of him, for descriptions of his physique and physiognomy by both his contem-
poraries and later writers emphasize his distinctiveness. Ancient authors agree that he
did not possess the ideal beauty we tend to associate with Classical Greek males. Rather
he was ugly: stocky, broad-shouldered, and pot-bellied. He was compared to a Silenos
in that he had a thick neck, was bearded, balding, and had bulging eyes, a wide nose,
open nostrils, a large mouth, and thick lips.? Hundreds of ancient portraits with such
features have been recognized in diverse media: marble, bronze, terracotta, ivory and
bone, engraved gemstones, clay seal impressions, wall-paintings, floor mosaics, and
even coins.’ Most of these depict only Socrates’ head or bust, but sometimes he appears
as a complete figure and occasionally he is represented with others. Each image, how-
ever, presents its own particular problems, and none of the surviving representations
was made during the philosopher’s lifetime. Postantique images, too, are plentiful, and
although many of these are based on ancient prototypes and/or narratives, others are
pure inventions. Nonetheless, in all cases, representations of Socrates are ideologically
charged, serving the specific needs of those who commissioned and created them.
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Ancient Portraits

Although Socrates himself lived in an age when posthumous — rather than contempo-
raneous — portraiture was the norm, we know of at least two images of him that were
fashioned during his life. These do not survive, but were caricatures, of a sort, in the
form of comedic masks worn by actors portraying Socrates in performances of
Aristophanes’ Clouds and Ameipsias’ Konnos, both produced in Athens in 423 BCE.
According to Aelian (Varia Historia 2.13), Socrates himself was in the audience of the
former and stood to identify himself to foreigners who did not know who he was. This
allowed audience members to compare the mask-maker’s art to his actual visage.
Fashioning a parodic image of Socrates would not have been difficult for mask-makers
accustomed to producing convincing masks of satyrs (see fig. 8.1). Aelian, however,
states explicitly that the mask-makers portrayed Socrates with an “excellent likeness.”
We cannot judge the accuracy of this evaluation today, but the physiognomic type,
evident in contemporary depictions of satyrs in diverse media, was, as we shall see,
clearly adapted by portraitists after Socrates’ death.*

Ancient literary sources also preserve references to posthumous images of the
philosopher:

Figure 8.1 Actor holding a mask for a satyr play. Detail of a volute krater by the Pronomos
Painter from Ruvo, c. 400 BcE Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 3240. Photo: after
J. Charbonneaux, Classical Greek Art. London 1972, p. 274, fig. 315.
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1) A fragmentary papyrus from the Villa dei Papiri at Herculaneum (P. Herc. 1021,
col. 2, lines 13-17) preserves a passage of Philodemos of Gadara'’s so-called Index
Academicorum Herculanensis derived from the fifth book of the Atthis of the fourth-
century BCE Atthidographer Philochoros that, according to one recent reading,
mentions an inscribed portrait (eikon) of Socrates by an otherwise unknown
sculptor called Boutes (also the name of an Athenian hero).’

2) Diogenes Laertius (2.43) reports that the Athenians, out of remorse for having
executed Socrates, honored him with a bronze statue (chalkei eikoni etimesan) by
the fourth-century BCE sculptor Lysippos that was placed in the Pompeion.
Tertullian, writing in the late second century ck, slightly before Diogenes, gives a
similar account (Apologeticum 14.8), but says that the Athenians dedicated a gold
statue in a temple (imaginem eius auream in templo collocarint).

3) An ironic passage in Lucian (Death of Peregrinos 37), written in the mid-second
century CE, suggests that Socrates in prison with his companions at his side was a
common theme in ancient painting (and such scenes, as we shall see, were also
popular in postantique art).

4) The sixth-century cE epigrammatist Joannes Barboukallos praises the painter of a
wax (presumably encaustic) image of Socrates (Greek Anthology 16.327).

5) The fifth-century ce Athenian philosopher Marinos (Proklos 10) refers to the
Sokrateion at Athens, a monument to the philosopher that was apparently located
outside the Dipylon gate, near the Pompeion. No specific image is mentioned, but
might this be the site of the golden (or gilded?) image mentioned by Tertullian
(no. 2 above)? Or might Marinos be referring to the Pompeion?

There are three major challenges facing modern art historians who treat the an-
cient portraits of Socrates. First, to ascertain the relationship, if any, of the surviving
portraits — and especially the well-preserved large-scale marble heads and herm busts
(there are, alas, no life-size bodies that certainly represent Socrates) — to the images
mentioned by the literary sources. Second, to determine what kinds of bodies these
head types might have originally been attached to, for Greek portraits, unlike their
Roman counterparts, usually relied heavily on body types, as well as facial features, to
convey meaning. Third, to interpret how the complete portraits, so far as they can be
reconstructed, were intended to be read by ancient viewers in their original contexts.

Since the early twentieth century, the surviving marble portrait heads have been
divided into two types, prosaically called A and B. Both are thought to rely on lost
bronze prototypes. (Some scholars recognize a third type, C, but most take this to be a
variant of A.) The original of type A is usually considered to be earlier than that of type
B, but both relative and absolute chronologies remain problematic.

Type A (fig. 8.2), with its round features, pug nose, and thin, receding hair, closely
resembles the standard iconography of satyrs. That it actually depicts Socrates is clear
from its resemblance to examples of type B that carry identifying inscriptions. Art
historians have variously dated the origins of type A to the late fifth century Bck, the
fourth century, and the Hellenistic period. Stylistic analysis suggests that the type
was created in the first quarter of the fourth century, and many scholars have come
to believe that Socrates’ friends commissioned the lost bronze original soon after his
death.®
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Figure 8.2 Socrates, Type A. Roman marble copy after a lost Greek bronze original of
¢. 390-370 BcE (?). Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale 6129. Photo: Alinari/Art Resource,
NY ART47708.

Type B (fig. 8.3) mitigates the ugly, satyresque features of type A into something
more noble. Thus it is often associated with the portrait by Lysippos that Diogenes
Laertius says the Athenians erected in the Pompeion (no. 2 above). Some scholars
believe that the Athenian statesman Lykourgos commissioned this portrait for the
Pompeion, for we know from other sources that he was responsible for a retrospective
cultural program that included statues of other intellectual figures of Athens’ past,
such as Aeschylos, Sophokles, and Euridipes (see e.g. Zanker 1995: 571f.). However, it
has also been suggested that this “official” state portrait of Socrates, placed in the
building where Athenian ephebes mustered for the Panathenaic and other official
processions, was commissioned c. 318—17 Bck from Lysippos, a Sikyonian and the
favorite sculptor of Alexander the Great, rather than from an Athenian artist, by the
Macedonian client, Demetrios of Phaleron, who then ruled Athens (see Giuliana Calcani
in Moreno et al. 1995: 256). Demetrios was a student of Aristotle and Theophrastos and
composed Socratic Dialogues and an Apology of Socrates. Yet Diogenes Laertius’ ascription
of the Pompeion portrait to Lysippos has itself been called into question. Scholars (e.g.
Voutiras 1994: 13 71f., with previous bibliography) rightly cast doubt on the reliability
of Diogenes’ attribution, noting the author’s reliance on literary topoi. For, as we have
already noted with regard to images said to have been sculpted by Socrates himself,
there is a common tendency to misattribute popular artworks to famous names.
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Figure 8.3 Socrates, Type B. Roman marble copy after a lost Greek bronze original of c. 320
BCE (?). Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum 82.AA.169. Photo: JPGM.

Whoever fashioned the prototypes of head types A and B, and whoever commis-
sioned them, the body types that originally supported them are also the subject of
debate. Were they seated or standing, life-like or idealized? Although no large-scale
Socrates portraits survive with their bodies, we do have ancient statuettes, reliefs, and
paintings. These depict the philosopher standing with an idealized physique (fig. 8.4)
and with a pot belly (figs. 8.5, 8.6a, 8.6b), as well as seated (figs. 8.7 and 8.8).
An eighteenth-century engraving by Georg Martin Preisler after a drawing by
E. Bouchardon published in Antonio Francesco Gori’s Statuae Antiquae deorum et virorum
illustrium also depicts a Socrates head (resembling type B) on a seated body. The body
of this statue survives in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen, but it is far from
certain that the now lost head was an original part of the composition, rather than a
Renaissance restoration (see Richter 1965: 116; Frischer 1979: esp. 143—6). Indeed,
the figure wears sandals, while Socrates famously went about Athens barefoot (on
which see, e.g. McLean forthcoming). There is also little reliable evidence for the
body associated with head type A, despite the attempts of scholars to identify one (see
below). And it has even been suggested that the wording of the Herculaneum papyrus
(eikona prosopon chalkoun) might denote a bronze bust or something resembling an
imago clipeata, rather than a complete statue (Voutiras 1994; Speyer 2004).

In short, we have two head types (A and B), multiple body types (standing as well as
seated), and two sculptors mentioned by ancient literary sources (Boutes and Lysippos).
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Figure 8.4 Statuette of Socrates. Hellenistic marble replica (?) of a bronze original of c. 320 BcE
(?), London, British Museum 1925.11-18.1. Photo: HIP/Art Resource, NY ART176240.

Figure 8.5 Socrates, Eros, and Diotima (?). Bronze appliqué from the Casa dei Capitelli Figurati
in Pompeii. Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale. Photo: after F. Winter and E. Pernice,
Hellenistishe Kunst in Pompeji, vol. 5. Berlin 1932, p. 49.
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Figure 8.6a and 8.6b Terracotta statuette of Socrates. Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum
75.AD.27. Photo: JPGM.

Figure 8.7 Socrates and Mnemosyne or a Muse (?). Side panel of a Roman marble sarcophagus,
c. 160 ck. Paris, Louvre 475 c. Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY ART79393.
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Figure 8.8 Socrates seated on a bench. Roman wall painting from a private house at Ephesus,
first century ck Ephesus Museum 1574. Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY ART119414.

It is economical and attractive to combine these elements into two statues — an early
fourth-century figure by Boutes dedicated by Socrates’ friends in the Academy, and a
later fourth-century figure, attributed to Lysippos, erected in the Pompeion (commis-
sioned by Demetrios or the Athenian state under Lykourgos) — and later adaptations.
This might well be the case. But we must also recognize that each and every point
remains contentious. We have already noted the questionable attribution to Lysippos,
and Voutiras (1994) has even suggested that the original of type B might actually be
earlier than that of type A. The elements of the puzzle — heads, bodies, attributions,
and dates — are rather like those of a child’s flip-book that can be recombined in any
number of ways.

Still, most scholars accept the traditional ascription of head type A to the early
fourth century. In his interpretation of the lost original, Andrew Stewart attributes to
its sculptor efforts similar to those ascribed to Socrates himself in his encounter with a
physiognomist, reported by Phaedo of Elis in his now lost dialogue Zopyros, mentioned
on two occasions by Cicero (Tusc. Disp. 4.37.80; de Fato 5.10, on which see especially
McLean forthcoming b; note too that a bust of the type A Socrates portrait was dis-
covered at Villa of Cicero in Tusculum: Richter 1965: 111, no. 3): “Most of the copies
are so preoccupied with outer appearance that they seem completely to miss the true
ethos of the man. Only a few intensify the expression by narrowing the eyes and

117



KENNETH LAPATIN

drawing the lips tight, as if the philosopher were straining to conquer the satiric mask
that the gods have allotted him” (Stewart 1990: 173). Indeed, Adamantios (I, 9) re-
marks on Socrates’ “large and limpid eyes, expressive of his character,” and other
ancient authors discuss his extraordinary gaze.

Paul Zanker (1995: 32) takes this line of interpretation further, reading the facial
features of type A as a challenge to the existing order: “In flouting the High Classical
standard of beauty so blatantly, this face must have disturbed Socrates’ contemporaries
no less than his penetrating questions.” Zanker sees the portrayal of later philosophers,
such as Cynics, as “old and ugly or with unconventional appearance as an act of
provocation,” and retrojects a similar visual strategy onto Socrates’ followers, to whom
he, too, gives credit for commissioning type A: “The decision to adopt the comparison
with Silenus for a portrait statue intended to celebrate the subject, presupposes a
positive interpretation of the comparison, such as we do in fact find, in particular, in
the speech of Alcibiades in Plato’s symposium” (sic Zanker 1995: 34).

Zanker and others suggest that head type A might have originally been placed on a
standing body, such as that represented in a small bronze furniture appliqué from
Pompeii (fig. 8.5; there are further examples of the composition elsewhere).” Here,
despite the himation and walking stick — standard attributes of the Athenian citizen
with the leisure for long discussions in the Agora — the male figure is not depicted with
an ideal, well-proportioned body, but rather as an ugly old man with sagging chest
and pot belly. Whether this bronze relief truly reflects a late classical prototype is un-
clear: the female figure is modeled on the early Hellenistic Tyche of Antioch. Zanker
(1995: 37-8) nonetheless suggests that with such a body the type A Socrates would
appear as “the properly behaved citizen, but at the same time, as in the portrait head,
with unmistakably ugly and deviant features.” These features recall Silenos, who was
not just a drunken follower of Dionysos, but a mythological creature, “separate from
his breed,” known for his wisdom and goodness, and as a teacher of young children.

Still, the association of the type A head with this body type remains tenuous, as does
the ascription of the combination to an early portrait commissioned by Socrates’ friends.
Prior to Voutiras’ (1994 ) reading of the sculptor’s name as Boutes in the Herculaneum
papyrus, type A was sometimes associated with the sculptor Silanion because of the
realism associated with works of that artist and the fact that he is reported to have
produced a portrait of Plato for the Mouseion of the Academy (Diogenes Laertius 3.25;
see Zanker 1995: 38). In any case, the Silenos analogy has been seen

as more than just pay[ing] homage to Socrates as the remarkable teacher; it presents a
challenge as well. The deliberate visualization of ugliness represented, in the Athens of
the early fourth century, a clash with the standards of kalokagathia. That is, a portrait like
this questioned one of the fundamental values of the Classical polis. If the man whom the
god at Delphi proclaimed the wisest of all could be as ugly as Silenus and still a good
upstanding citizen, then this must imply that the statue’s patron was casting doubt
on that very system of values. We have to look at this statue of Socrates, with its fat belly
and Silenus face, against the background of a city filled with perfectly proportioned and
idealized human figures in marble and bronze embodying virtue and moral authority. . . .
like a figure of a flute-playing Silenus ... which, when you open it, contains a divine
image . . . Socrates’ body may be seen as an exemplar of [the precept], for the seemingly
ugly form conceals the most perfect soul. The idea implies that the entire value system of
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Athenian society is built upon mere appearance and deception, misled by its fiction of the
eternal form of the body. (Zanker 1995: 38-9)

For McLean (forthcoming b), Plato’s description of Socrates as a Silen that contains
the greatest wonders is itself “a hybrid of the ridiculous and the serious, a generic,
logical and philosophical amalgam whose anomalous nature serves as a metaphor for
the role of the philosopher in society.”

As attractive as this reconstruction and interpretation of the Socrates type A por-
trait may be, they must remain tentative, and so, too, are reconstructions and inter-
pretations of type B, usually associated with the bronze statue Diogenes Laertius says
Lysippos made for the Pompeion. Although the Pompeion has been excavated, and the
lower courses of a statue base have been discovered in the peristyle at the south side of
its propylon, scholars continue to debate whether the statue placed thereupon was
standing or seated (Hopfner 1976: 106—7; Moreno 1984: 24-5; Voutiras 1994: 13 71f,;
Calcani in Moreno et al. 1995: 256). The type B head, in any case, seems to be a
refinement of the satyr-like type A. In type B the round face of type A has been re-
shaped, the provocative quality of the silen’s mask toned down, the features idealized
and assimilated to those of a mature citizen. Baldness has been reduced to the high
forehead of an intellectual, and the hair is now long and curly. And the face is that of
a noble old man. Although the attribution of the type to Lysippos is problematic, we
might recall that, according to Plutarch (de fortuna Alexandri 2.2 [335B]), Alexander
favored Lysippos because he “alone revealed his character through bronze and
expressed his virtue through outward appearance.”

The idealized standing figure preserved in a Hellenistic marble statuette from
Alexandria, now in London (fig. 8.4), has been associated with type B, and a fragmen-
tary terracotta of a similar figure was excavated near the state prison in the southwest
corner of the Athenian Agora. Though resembling the overweight male on the bronze
relief discussed above, this type seems to depict Socrates as a model citizen, balanced in
a contrapposto pose, with a well-proportioned body, his himation carefully draped over
his shoulder, the excess cloth held in both hands. As Zanker (1995: 60) notes, “These
gestures, which seem so natural and insignificant, are in fact, to judge from [Classical
Athenian] gravestones and votive reliefs, part of the extensive code of required behavior
that carried moral connotations as well. Careful attention to the proper draping of the
garment and handsome pattern of folds are an outward manifestation of the ‘interior
order’ expected of the good citizen. In the pictorial vocabulary, such traits become
symbols of moral worth, and, in the statue of Socrates, this connotation is particularly
emphasized by the similar gesture of both hands.” Stewart (1990: 188), moreover,
suggests that the turn of the body indicates that the philosopher is engaged in
dialogue, and what we are meant to see in this depiction is “the visionary Socrates of
the Republic and later dialogues, no longer merely the ironical deflator of citizen and
sophist, but the planner of the perfect state, the discover of Forms.”

If the Pompeion statue was seated (see figs. 8.7 and 8.8), however, it would have to
be interpreted somewhat differently: representing a teacher more than a citizen. It
would also take its place at the front of a long series of seated philosopher portraits.
Indeed, given that the Pompeion statue was located next to a bench within the build-
ing, a seated figure of Socrates might be seen as dramatically engaged in conversation

119



KENNETH LAPATIN

with its viewers. And given that the Pompeion served as a gathering place for Athenian
ephebes, what could be more appropriate for the commemorative image of a great
teacher? In fact, it seems to have been a seated image that inspired an ancient terracotta
caricature of Socrates (inscribed), seated holding a scroll, apparently with the features
of a monkey (see Bailey 1974)!

Socratic Narratives and Other Ancient Images

Both standing and seated figures of Socrates, as we have seen, not only appeared
alone, but were also combined with other figures to create narratives. On the bronze
appliqué from Pompeii (fig. 8.5), which was discovered in 1832 in the Casa dei Capitelli
Figurati and was originally attached to a wooden chest, the standing male figure is
placed opposite a seated woman, while a winged Fros stands between them. The
pose of the woman, as noted above, is modeled on Eutychides of Sikyon'’s early third-
century BCE Tyche of Antioch, and she has been interpreted variously as Diotima, Aspasia,
and Aphrodite, while the male has been identified as Socrates. Schwarzmaier (1997),
however, has recently argued that the seated woman is Aphrodite and the bearded
male figure actually represents a satyr, rather than Socrates, based on his hairiness
and the form of his ears, but the latter are difficult to distinguish and unfortunately are
lost on an earlier and higher quality, but fragmentary version now in Malibu (JPGM
91.AC.64). The pose, meanwhile, is closely paralleled by draped terracotta figurines
that clearly represent a philosopher, not a satyr (e.g., figs. 8.6a,b). Still, whether the
multifigure scene is meant to illustrate Symposium 201d—212b or some other text, its
erotic content is clear. Indeed, as McLean (forthcoming a) notes, Socrates’ snub nose
was, in the opinion of ancient physiognomists, a marker of lasciviousness.

Another “Socrates” with a woman on the short side of the mid second-century cE
“Sarcophagus of the Muses” (fig. 8.7),% formerly in the collection of Cardinal Albani in
Rome and now in Paris, must be interpreted differently, and not only on account of its
context. The philosopher appears seated before an archway addressing a standing
female. While this, too, might be Diotima or Aspasia, she is veiled and Eros is not
present. The principal facade of the sarcophagus depicts the nine Muses, and the stand-
ing woman on the side may represent one of them, repeated, or their mother
Mnemosyne, although Philosophia and Xanthippe have also been suggested. The
iconography of the sarcophagus as a whole — with theater masks serving as corner
akroteria and an Apolline griffin with a patera above the scene — indicates that the
philosopher functions here as a representative of high culture, a fitting example of the
mousikos aner, placed here to bestow cultural cachet upon the deceased. So too, it
seems, does the depiction of the philosopher in a late first-century ck Roman painting
from cubiculum 4 of the villa rustica of N. Popidius Florus in Boscoreale.” Here he holds
a stylus(!) and appears in conversation with another standing woman, perhaps Diotima.
(The pair is alternately interpreted as a cynic and a hetaira.) This painting originally
adorned a black-walled room decorated in the third style of Roman painting; its other
walls depicted delicate architectural elements, sacral-idyllic scenes, and Egyptianizing
landscapes. One other figural panel was also found, but it was quite faded when dis-
covered in 1906: it depicted a seated kithara player and a standing singer.
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The owner of Terrace House 2 at Ephesos must have had a similar goal when, in the
mid first-century cE, he commissioned a fine painting of Socrates (inscribed) seated
against a red ground in a long narrow room (fig. 8.8). Here the half-draped philo-
sopher sits on a bench supported by lion’s paws. Figures of Muses also appear on the
walls of this room. Apollo and the Muses are present elsewhere in the house as well,
and in another room roundels painted in a very different style depict the busts of two
venerable philosophers: they are inscribed Sokrates Athenaios and Cheilon Lakedaimonios
(see Strocka 1977).

On ancient gemstones, meanwhile, the image of Socrates might have served either
as an attribute of high culture, a sign of ethical identification, or, given the prevalence
of the name (see note 1), merely as a personal insignia. It is also clear from ancient
literary sources that portraits of historical figures on gems could have broader political
significance. Indeed, we might imagine the representation of Socrates functioning as
some sort of rebuke to state authority, as it occasionally did in the eighteenth century.'°

When he was depicted in ancient floor mosaics Socrates clearly served as an at-
tribute of high culture, for he was inserted into the ranks of the Seven Sages. In a
third-century mosaic signed by Ampheion found in a suburb southeast of Baalbek
(ancient Heliopolis), Socrates holds a place of honor at the top of the composition,
above the muse Kalliope. In another floor mosaic at Apamaea he is centrally placed
between six of the Seven and he alone is inscribed. At Cologne (fig. 8.9), meanwhile,

Figure 8.9 Socrates. Detail of a floor mosaic depicting wise men from Cologne, c. 375 cE
Cologne, Romisch-Germanisches Museum, Inventar-Nr. M 1. Photo: Marburg Archive.
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he appears with other philosophers in addition to the canonical Seven, but unlike the
other portraits of Socrates, this inscribed mosaic depicts a bearded man with a full
head of hair — it is an invention."!

Summary

Although more ancient images of Socrates survive than of most other Greek and
Roman figures, and in multiple media, they are not without controversy. We can
readily identify large-scale marble portraits based on descriptions and inscriptions, but
significant information about the original statues — their complete poses, dates, sculp-
tors, and patrons — remain elusive. What does seem clear, however, is that in the
large-scale portraits Socrates was presented, first and foremost, as wise man, insightful
if idiosyncratic. He may also have been represented as a model of the upstanding
citizen, either by challenging or conforming to the ideals of the polis. For Roman elites,
portrait busts of Socrates might decorate their libraries and gardens, and two double
portraits of him combined with Plato and with Seneca are preserved. Depictions of
Socrates in other media served diverse functions: wall paintings, floor mosaics, sar-
cophagus reliefs, and gemstones tended to associate their owners with the high cul-
ture of Classical Greece, either in a generalized way, or more specifically, these images
could link individuals to some particular aspect of Socrates’ teachings. Elements of
criticism, parody, and burlesque were not absent, but these do not seem to have been
nearly as prevalent as they became in later periods (see below). For despite appearing
in many contexts, Socrates in antiquity was presented primarily as a culture hero.

Postantique Images

If mosaicists in the Roman provinces invented portraits of Socrates even though his
iconography was well established through images as well as texts, what can be ex-
pected of artists in other cultures and in later periods? They seem to have fashioned
images of the philosopher based on contemporary notions of the proper appearance
of a wise man (at least until Raphael rediscovered Socrates’ ancient iconography in
the early sixteenth century), and they continued to employ his image in a variety of
contexts to depict many of the same concepts as their ancient predecessors.

Socrates as Wise Man

As in ancient floor mosaics, Socrates appears with other sages in western medieval
and early Renaissance art. A mid-twelfth-century edition of Boethius’ Logica vetus now
in Darmstadt (Hessische Landes- und Hochschulbibliothek, Inventar-Nr. Hs 2282;
fig. 8.10), features him with Plato, Aristotle, and Adam flanking the crowned figure of
Dialectic, who holds a serpent in one hand and a stemma of being in the other. Some
200 years later, Andrea di Bartolo employed a similar scheme to illustrate a poem by
his father Bartolomeo on the Seven Arts and Seven Virtues, the so-called Panegyrique
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Figure 8.10 Socrates (lower left) with Plato, Aristotle, and Adam flanking the crowned
figure of Dialectic. Boethius’ Logica vetus, c¢. 1140. Darmstadt, Hessische Landes- und
Hochschulbibliothek, Inventar-Nr. Hs 2282. Photo: Marburg Archive.

de Bruzio Visconti (Chantilly, Musée Condé ms. 599/1426, fol. 6v; fig. 8.11). Surround-
ing the personification of Philosophy, who contemplates celestial spheres inscribed
with the names of the zodiacal signs, Plato, Aristotle, Socrates, and Seneca — wearing
contemporary flowing robes and stylish hats — are enthroned in the corners of the
page. To the lower left, Socrates, with long hair and a bushy beard, is inscribed, some-
what enigmatically, Socrates stoycus, id est reprehensibilis vitiorum aliorum (“Socrates
the stoic, that is censuring [?] the vices of others”). Socrates also appears with other
learned men in an early sixteenth-century southern Netherlandish tapestry (fig. 8.12).
Here beneath the personification of Understanding, who blows a trumpet, Socrates
stands to the far left of the uppermost register, among such ancient luminaries as
Plato, Aristotle, Horace, and Galen, and Christian fathers, such as Saints Luke and
Jerome.

Depictions of Socrates with other wise men are not limited to the West. A Persian
illuminated manuscript from the Khamsa (“The Quintet”) by Nizami Ganjavi, Nizam
al-Din Abu Muhammad Ilyas ibn Yosuf (d. 1209) completed on May 19, 1510, also
depicts a fictive Socrates among the Seven Sages at the feet of Iskandar (Alexander the
Great) (New York, The Pierpont Morgan Library, Ms. M.471, £330). He wears eastern
dress: intricately patterned flowing robes and a turban. Socrates and unnamed stu-
dents appear in an early fourteenth-century Seljuk miniature of the Mukhtar al-Hikam
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Figure 8.11 Socrates (lower left) with Plato, Aristotle, and Seneca flanking the figure of
Philosophy. Bartolomeo da Bologna di Bartoli. Panegyrique de Bruzio Visconti. Fourteenth

century. Chantilly, Musée Condé, Ms. 599/1426, fol. 6v. Photo: Giraudon/Art Resource, NY
ART115886.

Figure 8.12 Socrates (left) and other wise men in an allegory of Learning. Tapestry, Southern
Netherlandish, c. 1500-25. Photo: courtesy Getty Research Institute.
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Figure 8.13 Socrates and two students. Miniature from al-Mubashshir ibn Fatik, Mukhtar
al-Hikam (“The choicest maxims and best sayings”), early thirteenth century. Istanbul, Topkapi
Palace Museum, Ms. Ahmet III, 3206. Photo: Giraudon/Art Resource, NY ART52590.

(“The choicest maxims and best sayings”) written by the Fatimid prince al-Mubashshir
ibn Fatik in the eleventh century, now in Istanbul (fig. 8.13). Here the turbaned
Socrates seems truer in spirit, if not in iconography, to the activities of a philosopher.
He sits on a hillock, resting his head on his hand, as two of his students, who do wear
cloaks draped over their patterned robes in a classical manner, appear to engage him
in conversation.

Naturally, Socrates is often paired with Plato. The ancient double-headed herm
featuring the philosophers was mentioned above. Circa 1250, Matthew Paris invented
portraits of both philosophers for his fortune-telling book (Bodleian Library, Oxford,
Ms. Ashmole 304; fig. 8.14). Not only did the artist have no ancient models on which
to base his images of the ancient Athenians, but he also seems to have reversed their
roles. Socrates, depicted in a flowing robe over a long-sleeved garment, and wearing
a fanciful hat and shoes, is seated at a scriptorium holding pen and knife while
Plato stands behind him, apparently dictating.'> A fifteenth-century illuminated
Netherlandish edition of St. Augustine’s City of God (fig. 8.15; The Hague, MMW 10 A
11 365v), meanwhile, depicts a tale told by Cicero (De Divinatione 1.78) about the
young Plato. In the center of the upper register, Plato’s parents present their son to a
beardless Socrates, who is seated at a lectern, wearing blue robes, a fur collar, and cap.
To the right bees swarm around the infant philosopher, indicating that he will become
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Figure 8.14 Socrates and Plato. Matthew Paris’s fortune-telling book, c. 1250. Oxford,
Bodleian Library, Ms. Ashmole 304. Photo: Bodleian Library.
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Figure 8.15 The young Plato presented to Socrates (above). St. Augustine, City of God
8.4, fifteenth century. The Hague, Museum Meermanno-Westreenianum 10 A 11, fol. 365v.
Photo: MMW.

126



PICTURING SOCRATES

famous for his honeyed words. Below, Plato, now adult, sits reading. The philosophy
books on the table are labeled Naturalis, Moralis, and Rationalis.

Socrates appears in a number of other invented scenes. The Schachzabelbuch of Konrad
von Ammenhausen produced in 1467 (Stuttgart, Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek,
Inventar-Nr. Cod. poet. fol. 95v) depicts the philosopher absorbed in thought ignoring
those around him. In early modern woodcuts such as those illustrating Hans Vintler’s
1486 Buch der Tugend (Book of Virtue) Socrates embodies Age by playing hobby horse
with his children, and the Perfection of Speech by teaching rhetoric alongside King
Solomon. He also appears illustrating an episode related by Diogenes Laertius, dispens-
ing advice about marriage (see further below). In all of these scenes he wears contem-
porary dress, albeit different in each one, and in the last he even sits enthroned, wearing
a crown! Four years later, he is again depicted in contemporary dress in Anton Sorg’s
Die Vier Angeltugenden (The Four Cardinal Virtues), but significantly appears paired
with Boethius. Here the significance seems to be similar to his earlier collocation with
Seneca on an ancient herm, for all three were philosophical “martyrs.”"*

Socrates (inscribed) also appears engaged in intense discussion with sharp-taloned
demons, who gesticulate emphatically, in a second illumination from the Netherlandish
manuscript of Augustine’s City of God mentioned above (The Hague, MMW 10 A 11,
fol. 380v; fig. 8.16) illustrating chapter 8.14, in which Augustine discusses the three

Figure 8.16 Socrates discoursing with demons. St. Augustine, City of God 8.14, fifteenth cen-
tury. The Hague, Museum Meermanno-Westreenianum 10 A 11, fol. 380v. Photo: MMW.
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kinds of rational souls: those of the gods, of aerial demons, and of terrestrial men,
focusing on the nature of Socrates’ demon in particular. In the mid-sixteenth century,
the Parmesian engraver Enea Vico, too, produced fantastic images of the philo-
sopher. In one, Socrates’ early and late lives seem to be combined: as he sits on the
ground drinking from a cup (the attribute of a Cynic), wearing a short workman'’s
tunic, he holds a compass and chisel, his mallet set down on the ground nearby. Before
him is an unfinished statue (looking rather more like the ancient Socrates than the
philosopher himself). Leaning against a tree in the background is a viol, alluding,
apparently, to his taking up the lyre late in life (Diogenes Laertius 2.15). Elsewhere
Vico depicts a young, thick-haired, beardless Socrates resisting the advances of a
woman, a theme to which we will return below.*

Socrates was also grouped with cultural and political luminaries as a model to be
emulated by Renaissance elites. In the mid-fifteenth century the French painter Jean
Fouquet produced a fine drawing of Socrates among other great cultural figures of
the past: Pindar, Artaxerxes, Gorgias, Esra, Empedokles, Zenon, and Nehemia (Berlin,
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin — Preullischer Kulturbesitz, Kupferstichkabinett —
Sammlung der Zeichnungen und Druckgraphik, 18-60 (N), KdZ 24599; fig. 8.17).
Wearing only a green cloak, the philosopher, barefoot and beardless, but with a full

Figure 8.17 Socrates (middle left) and famous men. Jean Fouquet, c¢. 1450. Berlin, Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin — PreuSischer Kulturbesitz, Kupferstichkabinett — Sammlung der Zeichnungen
und Druckgraphik, 18-60 (N), KdZ 24599.
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Figure 8.18 Socrates (bottom row, second from left) beneath Prudence and Justice, with
other notables from ancient history. Pietro Perugino (1448-1523). Perugia, Collegio del Cambio,
Palazzo dei Priori (Comunale). Photo: Scala/Art Resource, NY ART135533.

head of hair, stands at the left end of the middle register, flipping the pages of a book.
Another fictive portrait of Socrates, also identified by an inscription, appears in the
company of other ancient notables in a lunette painted by Pietro Perugino for the
Collegio del Cambio in Perugia’s Palazzo dei Priori (1498-1500) (fig. 8.18). Dressed
here as in the miniature, with a long beard, turban-like headdress, and mantle pinned
to a long-sleeved undergarment, Socrates, with a book in his right hand, stands, the
second figure from the left, beneath the personifications of Prudence and Justice (two
of the four theological virtues). He stands alongside Fabius Maximus, Numa Pompilius,
Marcus Furius Camillus, Pythagoras, and the Emperor Trajan, all of whose portraits
are invented. Prudence herself is inscribed with a verse penned by the humanist
Maturanzio that might equally well apply to Socrates: Scrutari verum duceo, causasque
latentes (“I teach to search for truth and hidden causes”).

The inscribed image of Socrates in an allegory of Virtue inlaid in the floor of the
Duomo of Siena, designed by Pinturicchio in 1504 and executed in 1506, probably by
Paolo Mannucci, is quite similar in appearance (fig. 8.19). The philosopher has a long
beard, long-sleeved robe and mantle, and holds a book in his right hand. He also wears
the turban of a Magus or an Old Testament prophet. The personification of Virtue, a
beautiful young woman seated atop a mountainous island in the middle of the sea,
offers him a palm branch, the symbol of victory. As a pendant to Socrates, the cynic
philosopher Crates, who preached the virtues of poverty, dumps a basket of jewels into
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Figure 8.19 Socrates (left) and Crates flank Virtue. Detail of the pavement of Duomo, Siena,
designed by Pinturicchio in 1504 and executed in 1506. Photo: Scala/Art Resource, NY
ART160656.

the sea. Meanwhile, a sixteenth-century fresco in the Trapeza of the Lavra monastery
on Mount Athos includes the philosopher, crowned and holding a scroll, among other
pagan philosophers who prophesied the coming of Christ in the lower register of a
depiction of the Tree of Jesse.

These depictions of Socrates as a wise man, representing the earthly manifestation
of a greater timeless abstraction personified elsewhere in the same scene, all owe some-
thing of the details of their iconography to the east, whether in the form of a magus or
a biblical prophet. In the decorative scheme for the private library of Pope Julius II,
which also features personified virtues in its uppermost register, Perugino’s pupil,
Raphael Sanzio, also presented Socrates among other ancient sages, but, for the first
time, revived the philosopher’s ancient iconography. Raphael invented the features of
most of the historical figures in his School of Athens, painted in Stanza della Segnatura in
the Vatican Palace between 1510 and 1512 — and famously provided many of them
with the faces of his own contemporaries — but his Socrates re-assumes his ancient
aspect: bald head, thin hair, pug nose, broad shoulders, portly body (fig. 8.20). This, of
course, should come as no surprise, given Raphael’s abiding antiquarian interests — in
1515 Julius’ successor, Leo X, appointed him Prefect of Antiquities of Rome. The School
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Figure 8.20 Socrates and his followers. Detail from Raphael Sanzio, The School of Athens. Stanza
della Segnatura, Vatican City, c. 1510—12. Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY ART120919.

of Athens predates by more than half a century the first published identification of
ancient portraits of Socrates. Fulvio Ursini is usually credited with this, as multiple
images of Socrates appear in his Imagines et Elogia Virorum Ilustrium (Rome and
Venice 1570, fig. 8.21). (Ursini's drawing of a statue of the philosopher holding a book
roll has been considered an invention, but it may be related to a relief now in Naples,
thought to derive from the Farnese Collection, in which a more heavily draped Soc-
rates appears barefoot, holding a cup and walking stick, seated on a rock covered by a
fawn’s skin.!®) A year earlier, however, Antoine Lafréry published in his Hustrium
vivorum ut extant in urbe expressi vultus an engraving of an inscribed bust of Socrates
with the legend “in amphiteatro Vaticano” (fig. 8.22). This bust may well have been
the ancient model employed by Raphael, although others were present in Roman
collections. In the School of Athens Raphael provided the ancient head type with a
body in accordance with ancient authors’ descriptions of Socrates. And not only does
the appearance of Raphael’s Socrates conform to that of ancient portrait busts and
descriptions, but so too does the philosopher’s action: he is gesturing emphatically
with his fingers while haranguing his companions, who have been variously identified
as Alcibiades, Xenophon, Aischines, Eukleides, Aratos, or, perhaps, Alexander.
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Figure 8.21 Statue and busts of Socrates. Fulvio Ursini, Imagines et elogia virorum illustrium
et eruditor ex antiquis lapidibus et nomismatibus expressa cum annotationibus ex bibliotheca
Fulvi Ursini. Rome 1570. Photo: courtesy Getty Research Institute.

Figure 8.22 Bust of Socrates. Antoine Lafréry, Inlustrium virorum ut extant in urbe expressi
vultus formis Antonii Lafreri. Rome 1569, pg. vi. Photo: courtesy Getty Research Institute.
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Moralizing Tales

Socrates instructing his pupils was depicted by many artists, in many contexts, some
generic, others more specific. An early Renaissance French edition of Valerius Maximus'’
Facta et dicta memorabilia, for example, includes an illumination of Socrates (inscribed),
beardless, wearing an acorn cap and heavy, long-sleeved, blue robe lined with white
fur, its chaperon (hood) pulled down over his shoulders (The Hague, KB, 66 B 13 fol.
184v; fig. 8.23). He sits at a bookstand in a cozy interior, rebuking Alcibiades, who,
as Xanthippe explains, was found with the girl Mylon. This illustration accompanies
Book 3, Chapter 4, which treats humble beginnings of great men, although the
episode depicted has little to do directly with the text at hand, except insomuch as
Valerius says Socrates examined “the deepest secrets of the human condition and the
feelings that are hidden away in our hearts.” In Book 7, Chapter 2, Ext. 1 of the same
volume (fol. 321r) an episode also related by Diogenes Laertius (2.16) is represented:
“The question was once put to him by a man whether he would advise him to marry
or not? And he replied, ‘Whichever you do, you will repent it’.” Here a very different-
looking, though still beardless Socrates, his response on the scroll he holds in his left
hand, wears a long-sleeved violet robe, with ribbing at the shoulders, and a yellow
sash, as well as a red and white cap. The youth, too, appears in contemporary dress.

Figure 8.23 Socrates, Alcibiades, Mylon, and Xanthippe. Valerius Maximus, Des faits et
des paroles mémorables 3.4, fifteenth century. The Hague, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, 66 B 13
fol. 184v, Valerius Maximus 3.4. Photo: courtesy Anne Korteweg, Koninklijke Bibliotheek.
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Figure 8.24 Socrates, his demon, and a stele. Giulio Bonasone in Achille Bocchi, Symbolicarum
quaestionum de universo genere quas serio ludebat libri quinque. Bologna 1555, p. viii. Photo:
courtesy Getty Research Institute.

Socrates is also depicted repeatedly in early modern emblem books. He appears sev-
eral times in Achille Bocchi’s Symbolicarum Quaestionum de Universo Genere, in engrav-
ings by Giulio Bonasone (1555, reprinted 1574). In an opening dedicated to Cardinal
Alexander Farnese, Socrates crouches on a pedestal, his sleeves rolled up, sketching a
preparatory drawing onto a stele (he holds a compass and square uncomfortably aloft

(fig. 8.24). The link between Socrates’ early career as a sculptor, his knack for elucida-
tion, and the purpose of the emblem book are all manifested in the accompanying
inscription: Pictura gravium ostenduntur pondera rerum. Quaeq. latent magis, haec per
mage aperta patent (“The significance of weighty things is shown by a picture. What-
ever is hidden deeper becomes more apparent”). Bonasone also depicted Socrates with
Athena (inscribed Pallas), whose aegis lies on the ground (fig. 8.25). She leads Pheme
(Fame, Reputation, or Rumor), whose hands are bound. The inscription above reads:
Compendiosa Fama quae, et pulcherrima talis, qualis haberi amabis esto (“Advantageous
Fame, although beautiful, be such that you want to be considered”). In a third repre-
sentation of Socrates in this emblem book, the philosopher, wearing a cap and a long
cape, kneels before the figure of the healing god Asklepios, offering him a cock (fig. 8.26).
The Latin inscription Quae sunt supra nos pertinere ad nos nihil (“The things above us
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Figure 8.25 Socrates, Minerva, and Fame. Giulio Bonasone in Achille Bocchi, Symbolicarum
quaestionum de universo genere quas serio ludebat libri quinque. Bologna 1555, p. cxvii. Photo:
courtesy Getty Research Institute.

Figure 8.26 Socrates presents a cock to Asklepios. Giulio Bonasone in Achille Bocchi,
Symbolicarum quaestionum de universo genere quas serio ludebat libri quinque. Bologna 1555,
p. cxvi. Photo: courtesy Getty Research Institute.
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Figure 8.27 Socrates and a mirror. Giulio Bonasone in Achille Bocchi, Symbolicarum
quaestionum de universo genere quas serio ludebat libri quinque. Bologna 1555, p. cxxvi. Photo:
courtesy Getty Research Institute.

have nothing to do with us”) is repeated in Greek on the lower register of the god’s
pedestal, while the opposite page bears the title Qui scire scit se nil, sapit (“He who
knows he knows nothing is wise”). Another image in this volume depicts Socrates
seated at a table (with his back to a book, pen, and ink pot!) accompanied by an
unidentified figure holding a mirror, whose protective wooden cover is half-opened
(fig. 8.27).'° The inscription is En viva e speculo facies splendente refertur, hinc sapies,
poterisq. Omnia dum ipse velis (“Behold — a live face is splendidly transmitted from a
mirror. You know this and you are able to do everything that you yourself want”). All
of these images of Socrates, on some level, address the contrast between appearance
and truth, and Socrates’ ability to get to the core of matters. The episode with the
mirror, moreover, was also depicted in Renaissance and later paintings, which, in
keeping with Diogenes Laertius’ more straightforward account (2.16), also included
images of children: “He used to recommend young men to be constantly looking in the
glass, in order that, if they were handsome, they might be worthy of their beauty; and
if they were ugly, they might conceal their unsightly appearance by their accomplish-
ments.”'” Domenico Fetti (1589-1624) set the scene in contemporary Venice (fig.
8.28), while Pier Francesco Mola (c. 1660) depicted Socrates in this narrative more
closely following the ancient iconography of the balding philosopher.'® The Spanish
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Figure 8.28 Socrates instructing two pupils. Domenico Fetti, Florence, Uffizi. Photo: Scala/
Art Resource, NY ART118965.

painter Jusepe de Ribera, meanwhile, presented Socrates looking at himself in the
mirror as part of a series of philosopher “portraits” created for the Duke of Alcala in
the 1640s. His lost original is known today through later versions, copies, and prints,
one of which was later engraved and labeled a self-portrait of Carravaggio (Darby
1948; Konecny 2003).

Another popular scene, not illustrated in antiquity apparently, illustrates an episode
in the life of Socrates reported by Diogenes Laertius (2.17), Seneca (de Constantia Sapientis
18.6), Athenaios (Deipnosophistai 5.219b), and St. Jerome (adv. Jovinianum 1.48):
Xanthippe dumps washing water over the head of Socrates (see McLean, ch. 22, this
volume). The scene appears in the Schachzabelbuch of Konrad von Ammenhausen pro-
duced in 1467 (Stuttgart, Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek, Inventar-Nr. Cod. poet.
fol. 285v; fig. 8.29), and is common in early printed emblem books. In the Emblemata
Horatiana of Otto van Veen (1607, reprinted 1612 and 1684), Socrates, now with his
ancient aspect, albeit wearing sandals, serves as the embodiment of “Patienta, Victrix
Malorom” (fig. 8.30). He clutches his books and a scroll as his wife empties a pitcher
down his back. Pigler (1938: 285-9) and others believe that composition draws visu-
ally on the iconography of Albrecht Diirer’s depiction of Job Castigated by His Wife on a
wing of the The Jabach Altarpiece of 1503—4 (Frankfurt, Stddelsches Kunstinstitut 890),
but recent scholarship suggests otherwise.'® In any case, the episode is employed here

137



KENNETH LAPATIN

Figure 8.29 Socrates and Xanthippe. The Schachzabelbuch of Konrad von Ammenhausen,
1467. Stuttgart, Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek, Inventar-Nr. Cod. poet. 2, fol. 28 5v. Photo:
Marburg Archive.
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Figure 8.30 Socrates and Xanthippe. Otto van Veen, Quinti Horatii Flacci Emblemata. Antwerp
1612. Photo: courtesy Getty Research Institute.
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Figure 8.31 Socrates, Xanthippe, and Myrto. Laurens van Haecht Goidtsenhoven,
Mikrokosmos: Parvus Mundus. Antwerp. 1579. Photo: courtesy Getty Research Institute.

to illustrate the ethical motto at the end of Horace’s Ode 1.24: durum, sed levior fit
patientia/quiquid corrigere est nefas (“it is difficult, but whatever cannot be righted
becomes bearable by patience”). If this is not a case of Socrates employed in the
secularization, indeed, the classicization of a biblical exemplum, a similar scene, enti-
tled “Patientia Socratis,” appeared in Laurent van Haecht Goidtsenhoven’s Microkosmos
or Parvus Mundus (Antwerp 1579, reprinted 1600 and 1610) above a line from the
Gospel of St. Luke (21.19): In patientia vestra possidebitis animas vestras (“In your
patience you will possess your soul”) (fig. 8.31). Here Xanthippe and Myrto together
empty the pitcher on the head of the sleeping Socrates — and the text on the accom-
panying page departs from the ancient authors in identifying the liquid not as wash-
ing water (nipteras), but urine. In the background the two women go even further and
give Socrates a beating. (This engraving also appears in J. van den Vondel’s Den Gulden
Winckel der Kunstlievende Nederlanders of 1613, reprinted 1718.) The episode was trans-
lated into painting by Cesar van Everdingen (1617-78), who did follow the ancient
iconography, at least for the facial features of Socrates, who gazes unperturbed at the
young Alcibiades, who, like a good aristocrat, is accompanied by a hunting dog,”’ and
by Luca Giordano (1647-1705), who painted Xanthippe, finger to lips, sneaking up
on Socrates as he sits at a table writing.
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The Death of Socrates

In modern times, the most popular scene has been Socrates in prison with his disciples
before, during, or after drinking hemlock. Lucian’s allusion to ancient paintings of
this episode was noted above, and it has been recognized, optimistically, on a single
Etruscan gem,*! but does not seem to have survived otherwise. Nonetheless, it is charm-
ingly illustrated in the fifteenth-century Netherlandish edition of St. Augustine’s City
of God mentioned above (The Hague, MMW 10 A 11 362v; fig. 8.32): In the small
pavilion to the upper left, a clean-shaven Socrates (inscribed), wearing a red hat and
belted purple robe over a green undergarment, collapses behind a table strewn with
books, having just drunk the hemlock from the goblet he still holds in his left hand. To
the right his two accusers kneel before magistrates, pointing towards him, while in the
foreground two bearded disciples and two women, presumably Xanthippe and Myrto,
grieve emphatically. This scene, however, is not the focus of Augustine’s text, which
addresses Socrates’ philosophy far more than his biography, but a noble death is more
readily rendered into imagery than a philosophical practice.

From the seventeenth century, Socrates speaking with his disciples in prison, ac-
cepting, and drinking hemlock was regularly painted on a large scale or engraved for
more widespread distribution. The scene was especially popular in France, where it

Figure 8.32 Death of Socrates. St. Augustine, City of God 8.3, fifteenth century. The Hague,
Museum Meermanno-Westreenianum 10 A 11, fol. 362v. Photo: MMW.
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Figure 8.33 Death of Socrates. Francois Boucher, c. 1761. Le Mans, Musée de Tessé, 1821.
Photo: Marburg Archive.

was proposed as a moral exemplar by La Font de Saint-Yenne in his Sentiments sur
quelques overage de Pienture, Sculpture et gravure in 1754, although it had been painted
earlier on a large scale by Charles Alphonse Dufresnoy in 1650 (Florence, Palazzo
Pitti). In 1762 the episode was adopted officially as the first classical theme set by the
Academy in its annual student competition, although that same year a play entitled
The Death of Socrates by Billardon de Sauvigne was closed by Paris police and censored
before being produced the following year (Crow 1985: 200).

Among the many artists who produced such scenes the best known are Francois
Boucher (fig. 8.33), Jacques-Louis David (fig. 8.34), Pierre Peyron, J. M. Moreau,
Salvatore Rosa, Francois-Louis Joseph Watteau, Giovanni Paolo Panini, Angelica
Kauffmann, Benjamin West, and Christoffer Wilhelm Eckersberg.?? In Boucher's grisaille
sketch, which never seems to have developed into a full-scale work, Socrates, beardless
and sandaled, lies collapsed in baroque agony having drunk the hemlock: the empty
cup lies on the ground in front of him. His distraught disciples swirl about, while three
in the foreground apparently take note of his dying words.

David’s painting of the scene has become the most famous. It was commissioned by
the brothers Trudaine de Montigny, who were radical political reformers. Like other
paintings by David, The Death of Socrates (a.k.a., Socrates at the Moment of Grasping the
Hemlock) was meant to represent one who was unjustly condemned but willing to
sacrifice himself for an abstract principle, in this case the immortality of the soul. The
painting is based loosely on Plato’s Phaedo, but David departed from that account and
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Figure 8.34 Death of Socrates. Jacques-Louis David, 1787. New York, Metropolitan Museum
of Art. Photo: author.

employed other sources as well. For example, the narrator of the Phaedo reports the
strange feelings he and others present at Socrates’ death experienced: that they both
laughed and cried (59a5; see McLean forthcoming b). Such indeterminacy is not present
in David’s painting, however, which also relied on postantique descriptions, including
works by the poet André Chenier and Denis Diderot’s Traité de la Poésie of 1758, in
which the death of Socrates is imagined as a series of affecting visual tableaux. Diderot
argued that the essential meaning of Plato’s dense metaphysical dialogue was best
conveyed by a minimum of speech and maximum of pantomime. (Diderot, incident-
ally, signed his letters with seal representing the head of Socrates.)

David depicted Socrates as powerful and in full control of himself. He is mature, but
muscular and physically vigorous: certainly younger than 70 years old. The figure at
the foot of the bed, usually identified as Plato (who is famously absent from the Phaedo),
represents a figure at a somewhat later stage of life. He is reportedly inspired by a
passage in Samuel Richardson'’s Clarissa, but David also consulted the classical scholar
Jean Félicissime Adry. “Plato” appears disconnected from the events taking place
behind him, despite such realistic anchoring details as the inkpot, pen, and scroll
abandoned on the floor. These lie next to Socrates’ open shackles, a symbol of his
release from worldly cares. On the bench to the right is a further, archaeological detail
— the symbol of the Athenian state, Socrates’ oppressor, taken from ancient coins.

As his family, to the far left, is led out of the cell, Socrates continues to speak, and
his disciples, except “Plato” at the foot of the bed, swoon around him, giving in to
emotionalism. Even the young executioner is moved and turns away. Yet as both he
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and Socrates look in opposite directions, the lines of the composition lead to the cup of
hemlock in the exact center of the painting. The total number of figures, 13, represents
another departure from Plato’s account, where there are more than 15 attendees
(59b—c). Socrates plus 12 companions here are apparently intended to recall another
martyr: Christ with his apostles. Indeed, for Diderot the example of Socrates showed
that a high standard of morality could be achieved beyond the confines of Christianity,
and David here seems to have adapted the composition of Poussin’s Sacraments.
Indeed, Socrates’ raised hand echoes not only that of Plato in Raphael’s School of
Athens, but also that of Christ in Michelangelo’s Last Judgment.

For David’s contemporaries the painting also served as an allegory for recently aban-
doned attempts at reform, the dissolution of the Assembly of Notables in 1787, and
the large number of political prisoners in the king's jails or in exile. Anticipating the
Revolution, it gave expression to a new cult of civic virtues: self-sacrifice, devotion to
duty, honesty, stoic austerity, and resistance to unjust authority. Thomas Jefferson
was present at its unveiling, and admired it immensely. The printmaker and publisher
John Boydell wrote to the painter Sir Joshua Reynolds that it was “the greatest effort of
art since the Sistine Chapel and the stanze of Raphael. . . . This work would have done
honour to Athens at the time of Pericles.”

For David himself, moreover, the painting served as a weapon to unseat his rival,
Peyron. Peyron had gained a royal commission for a Socrates in Prison, and David
apparently proposed to paint the same subject for his private patrons in order to up-
stage him. “By comparison with David’s version,” writes Thomas Crow (1985: 244),
“Peyron’s is confused and incoherent. . . . Socrates’ inflated, directionless gesture . . .
floats above a diffuse array of grief-stricken poses; the crucial meeting of hand and cup
is smothered in drapery. Put next to Peyron’s, David’'s composition is all clarity and
stately rhythms, weighting and unweighting the figural frieze as it reads from right to
left, letting the massed emotions on the right side open dramatically into the suddenly
released pose of the philosopher. The opposed vertical and horizontal gestures of
Socrates anchor the scene securely around the moment of choice. The aching dis-
tance between cup and hand is the point of maximum narrative charge, which is
gradually diminished and dispersed as one’s attention moves to the left and finally
back into the world beyond the cell.”

Socrates’ bravery in the face of death was also the subject of a group of bas-reliefs by
Antonio Canova fashioned between 1789 and 1797. Canova apparently chose to ex-
plore Socrates’ life in a series of studies he made for himself, rather than for any private
patron or public display. He depicted scenes of Socrates nobly defending himself before
his judges and base accusers, visible to the far left, apparently addressing the heavens
above, rather than the mortals present (fig. 8.35); considerately sending his grieving
family away from prison; preparing to drink hemlock in the presence of anguished
disciples; and lying dead surrounded by mourning companions as Crito closes his eyes.
These reliefs have been likened to “secular stations of the Cross” (Licht in Finn and
Licht 1983: 252). In a fifth relief, fashioned by Canova after the others on the occasion
of his election to the Accademia San Luca, but representing an earlier event in the life
of the philosopher, Socrates valiantly defends Alcibiades at Potidea (fig. 8.36) — an
important early episode rarely explored by artists. Here, in a composition of dynamic
diagonals modeled on ancient battle reliefs, Canova presents not the philosophic or
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Figure 8.35 Socrates defending himself before the judges. Antonio Canova, 1794. Possagno,
Gipsoteca Canoviana. Photo: Witt Library, Courtauld Institute.

Figure 8.36 Socrates rescuing Alcibiades at Potidea. Antonio Canova, 1797. Possagno,
Gipsoteca Canoviana. Photo: Witt Library, Courtauld Institute.
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religious virtue of the other reliefs, but the martial heroism of Socrates — in a pose
derived from the famous Borghese Warrior — who risks himself for a friend and his
country.”

Socrates and the Erotic

Another relief attributed alternately to Canova and his Danish rival Bertel Thorvaldsen,
but probably by neither, also depicts Socrates and Alcibiades (fig. 8.37). Now in the
Kunsthalle, Bremen, this marble panel is on deposit from the German government,
having been confiscated from its now unknown owner(s) by the National Socialist
regime for Hitler's never realized art museum in Linz. It depicts a somewhat less glori-
ous scene of the philosopher sternly “rescuing” his young protégé from the embrace of
two female lovers. Carved in high relief, it is a masterpiece of foreshortened perspect-
ives and psychological depiction — quite different from the related work of both Canova
and Thorvaldsen, and more likely the work of the Italian neo-classical sculptor Lorenzo
Bartolini (1777-1850).%* Canova’s pupil, Pompeo Marchesi, fashioned a plaster relief
of the same scene, but with a third female figure and a much drier composition (Milan,
Galleria d’Arte Moderna inv. 650; Musiari 2003: 22). With his hand on Alcibiades’
shoulder, Socrates sympathetically escorts the head-hung youth away from the three
ladies who, in various states of undress, seem saddened by his departure. Eighteenth-

Figure 8.37 Socrates fetching Alcibiades from the arms of his lovers. Lorenzo Bartolini (?).
Marble. Bremen, Kunsthalle, Inv. Nr. 640-1981/6, Leihgabe der Bundesrepublik Deutschland
1981. Photo: courtesy A. Kreul, Kunsthalle, Bremen.
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and nineteenth-century painters also depicted the philosopher turning Alcibiades from
female pleasures.

This episode in Socrates’ career, although apparently not specifically mentioned
in any ancient source (and even contradicted by the ancient texts that describe the
philosopher’s educational visits to the homes of hetairai), also appeared in fifteenth-
century manuscripts, as mentioned above, and Socrates himself was represented refus-
ing the blandishments of women in sixteenth-century prints. Given that Socrates was
condemned as a corruptor of youth, it is ironic that this theme was extremely popular.
Its renewed popularity in early modern France and thereafter (see also McLean, ch. 22
this volume) seems to be attributable to a painting, now lost, by David’s rival,
Jean-Francois-Pierre Peyron. In 1776, the French academic painter Francois-André
Vincent painted a pair of canvases depicting Belisarius and Alcibiades Receiving Instruc-
tion from Socrates, the latter depicted with his daimon (now Montpellier, Musée Fabre).
Both paintings represented an “enlightened instructor of a youth destined for power”
who also remains loyal to his country as a dutiful public servant, despite being grossly
mistreated by the ruling regime (see Crow 1985: 198-200). Four years later, the
king’s superintendent of buildings, the compte d’Angiviller, commissioned two can-
vases from Peyron. One of them was to be a Death of Socrates, but Peyron chose instead
to depict the Funeral Rites of Miltiades. For the second, d’Angiviller wrote to Joseph-
Marie Vien, then director of the Académie de France a Rome: Peyron could choose the

Figure 8.38 Socrates, Eros, Alcibiades, and his lover. Martin Johann Schmidt, 1761. Vienna,
private collection. Photo: Marburg Archive.
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theme himself, but he would not be at all upset if it depicted some female nudes (“Je ne
serois pas fachét que I'un des deux fiit un sujet ou il y elt des fems, et nues, car il
dessine bien.”) And thus Peyron painted the first of two images of Socrates Detaching
Alcibiades from the Charms of Sensual Pleasure (Rosenbert and van de Sandt 1983: 102,
figs. 57—61; Campbell and Carlson 1993: 176-7). Peyron, however, was not the first
to depict the scene. In 1761, Martin Johann Schmidt produced a charming sketch
of Socrates apparently debating with Eros while Alcibiades embraces a shepherdess
(fig. 8.38).

Meanwhile, by 1791 the episode had become a commonplace: Jean Baptiste Regnault
(fig. 8.39) painted Socrates violently tearing Alcibiades from the richly appointed bed
of his lovers (note the statue of Bacchus at the far left); and in 1815, Napoleon’s
brother-in-law and sometime lieutenant Joachim Murat commissioned Francesco Hayez
to paint the same scene. The result (fig. 8.40), completed after the death of the patron,
is a tamer but no less fleshy encounter, in which the clothed males appear to be
engaged in philosophical discourse across the artfully posed, half-draped women. Jean-
Léon Gérome produced various versions of a more specific narrative: Socrates Finding
Alcibiades at Aspasia’s House, which is calmer still, though replete with archaeological
detail (Socrates’ sandals notwithstanding) derived largely, it seems, from the excava-
tions of Pompeii and Herculaneum, though the figure Alcibiades seems to be based on
Apollo in Raphael’'s Parnassus. All of these paintings — and contemporary tapestries
depicting the same episode — feature no lack of female flesh, although their ostensible

Figure 8.39 Socrates drags Alcibiades from the arms of voluptuous pleasure. Jean Baptiste
Regnault, 1791. Paris, Louvre. Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY ART161621.
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Figure 8.40 Socrates discovers Alcibiades in the women’s quarters. Francesco Hayez
(1815-19). Venice, Palazzo Papadopuli. Photo: Cameraphoto/Art Resource, NY ART163136.

message is the virtue of avoiding it.*® This is a far cry from earlier images of Socrates

engaged in philosophical discourse with enlightened women, such as the gilded bronze
reliefs depicting the philosopher and Aspasia that decorate a pair of magnificent early
eighteenth-century armoires by the master cabinet-maker André-Charles Boulle, once
in the collection of William Beckford at Fonthill Abbey (Musée du Louvre OA 9518,
c. 1710), or Friedrich Heinrich Fliger’s early nineteenth-century drawing of the same
two figures, or perhaps Socrates and Timandre (Campbell and Carlson 1993: 302-3).

C. W. Eckersberg (1813-16), meanwhile, depicted Socrates alone with the comely
Alcibiades, who patiently listens to the philosopher’s explanations (fig. 8.41). A simi-
lar painting was executed by Jose Aparicio Inglada, a Spanish pupil of David.?® (Thomas
Crow’s more recent analysis of David’s Death of Socrates [1995: 92—102], moreover,
addresses the sexualized charge of the ideal beauty of the young executioner, for which
David was criticized by contemporaries.) A more blatant homoerotic valence appears
in the German philosopher and librarian Friedrich Karl Forberg’s De Figura Veneris, a
sourcebook of ancient texts, with commentary in Latin, that treats a variety of sexual
behaviors. First published as a supplement to Forberg’s edition of Antonio Beccadelli’s
Hermaphroditus in 1824, it was translated into French under the title Manuel d’érotologie
classique in 1882, and two years later 100 copies of a “literal English version” were
privately printed in Manchester “for Viscount Julian Smithson and friends.” One
anonymous engraving (fig. 8.42) features an aroused Socrates approaching the sleeping
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Figure 8.41 Socrates and Alcibiades. Christoffer Wilhelm Eckersberg, 1813-16. Copenha-
gen, Thorwaldsen Museum B212. Photo: author.

Figure 8.42 Socrates and Alcibiades. Friedrich Karl Forberg, De Figura Veneris (Manual of
Classical Erotology). Manchester 1884. Photo: anonymous.
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Alcibiades from behind. A scroll reading “gnothi seauton” lies draped over a stool in the
foreground, while in the background is a fountain spraying from phallic jets. More
recently, in S. Christiaenssens’ 1994 Alcibiades Dreaming of Socrates, the roles are
reversed, as the buff youth swoons over a bust of the bearded philosopher.?”

Conclusion

To the images discussed above, numerous others might be added: Peter Paul Rubens,
Pietro Testa, and Anselm Feuerbach all represented Socrates and his companions at
Plato’s Symposium; Joannes Sambucus and Asmus Jacob Carstens produced images
of Socrates in a basket, derived from Aristophanes’ Clouds; Honoré Daumier drew a
caricature of the philosopher as an old man dancing while Aspasia stands beside him
holding a fiddle; Eugene Delacroix painted Socrates and his Daimon in a spandrel of the
library of the Assemblée Nationale de France in 1843 as part of a program appropriat-
ing philosophy (as well as other disciplines) on behalf of the state. Other images of the
philosopher appear in tapestries ranging in date from the early sixteenth through
the eighteenth centuries, and, as noted above, in early modern engraved gems, while
the nineteenth-century Milanese sculptor Pietro Magni carved stately large-scale
marble statues of the philosopher, to rave reviews (fig. 8.43).%*

SOCRATES ,BY MAGNI .

'Wuq&' Chinkatalision., 7862

Figure 8.43 Socrates. Monumental marble statue by Pietro Magni. Souvenir photograph from
the International Exhibition, London, 1862.
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Socrates’ image has also been commercialized, appearing more recently on postage
stamps, cigarette boxes, Chinese (!) silver coins, and New Yorker magazine covers.”’ A
search on E-Bay turns up a number of statuettes, reliefs, prints, bookends, and even
decanters available for purchase — in bronze, ceramic, plaster, resin, and “chalkware”
— most far removed from the philosopher’s ancient iconography.

Today, as in antiquity, the middle ages, the Renaissance, and beyond, representa-
tions of Socrates appear in a vast range of contexts — from the philosophical to the
commercial, the personal to the political, the moralizing to the erotic. The multiplicity
of these images and the varied uses to which they are put reflect the great influence of
the philosopher and his continued versatility, despite the paradox of his ultimate in-
scrutability, for like his philosophy, Socrates’ image seems capable of meaning all things
to all people. There may be ample evidence for Socrates’ appearance, but the truths
that lie behind the representations remain elusive.
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Notes

1 For Sophroniskos and Socrates as stone-workers and sculptural works attributed to them
in antiquity see Schol. Aristophanes Clouds 733; Diogenes Laertius 2.18-19; Pausanias
1.22.8; Valerius Maximus 3.4 ext. 1; Suidas s.v. Sokrates. For surviving ancient copies see,
e.g., Lippold 1950: 112, pl. 35, no. 4; Palagia 1990. For homonymous craftsmen see
Pliny, N.H. 35. 137, 36.32; Pausanias 9.25.3. Over 500 individuals named Sokrates are
listed in the first three volumes of P. M. Fraser and E. Matthews (eds.), A Lexicon of Greek
Personal Names. Oxford 1987—. See also Enciclopedia dell’arte antica, classica e orientale 7.
Rome 1966. pp. 397-8, s.v. “Sokrates 1°” (W. Fuchs) and “Sokrates 2°” (P. Moreno).

2 E.g., Plato, Symposion 215a ff., 221d-222a, Theaetetos 143e; Xenophon, Symposion 2.19,
5.5-7; Cicero, De Fato 5; Sidonius Apollinaris, Epistulae 9.9.14, Lucian, Dialogi mortuorum
20, Menippi et Aeaci 417; Jerome, adv. Jovinianum 1.48. Of course, the descriptions of later
authors might well have been influenced by portraits as well as earlier descriptions. It
should also be noted that the character of Socrates in Aristophanes’ Clouds is described as
pale and scrawny, while other sources report that Socrates was overweight.

3 For convenient collections of the ancient visual evidence, see Richter 1965: 109-19;
Richter 1984: 198-203; Schleiber et al. 1989; and Schefold 1997.

4 For Ameipsias’ largely-lost Konnos see Diogenes Laertius 2.27. For late Classical satyr
iconography see, e.g., Moreno 1995: 258-9, 328. For a later third-century mosaic from
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Mytilene on Lesbos depicting Socrates, apparently as a dramatic character, see Charitonidis
et al. 1970: 33—-6 and note 11 below.

P. Herc. 1021, col. 2, lines 13—17: Voutiras 1994, esp. 146ff. I am grateful to D. Blank for
examining the papyrus in Naples to confirm the plausibility of Voutiras’ reading. A similar
reading, identifying the sculptor as Sotes rather than Boutes, was postulated independ-
ently by Augustin Speyer who presented it at the 2004 annual meeting of the American
Philological Association in San Francisco (Speyer 2004).

See Richter 1965: 112 for concise argumentation. The type is also treated by Stewart
1990, Zanker 1995, Schefold 1997, and, in greatest detail, Voutiras 1994.
Schwarzmaier 1997 is the most recent treatment.

Louvre 475 CA: Wegner 1966, no. 75.

Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum 70.AG.91.

For gems depicting Socrates, see Richter 1965: 119. For possible uses and meanings of
such gems, cf. Polybios 15.31.8; Athenaios, Deipnosophistai 5.212d—e. Compare, too, the
fine carnelian intaglio depicting Demosthenes signed by the carver Apelles now in Malibu
(JPGM 90.AM.13): dating to the late first century Bck, it may have served as the personal
insignia of someone named Demosthenes; or been acquired by someone who hoped the
magical properties of the stone and/or the image might improve his skill at speaking or his
performance in court; or it could have been commissioned by someone who, like Cicero
when composing his Philippics, looked to the earlier figure as a model for political and
moral action. For Socrates in the eighteenth century see further below.

For these mosaics see, e.g., Richter 1965: 118; Richter 1984: 197-8. The inscribed mosaic
depiction of Socrates from the House of Menander on Mytilene (see note 4 above) also
seems to conform to the ancient iconography, although the philosopher holds a book roll
and appears to wear sandals. Other mosaics from the house depict actors in Menander’s
plays, but the figures of Socrates and his pupils Simmias and Cebes do not appear to be
masked and they are not known to have been characters in any of Menander’s comedies.
Thomas Gelzer cleverly suggested to Lilly Kahil that these figures might instead represent a
performance of the Sokratikoi logoi that Aristotle (Poetics 1447b 10) mentions as common
mimes without specific name.

For various interpretations of this scene see, e.g., Derrida 1987.

See Bartsch vol. 85, nos. 1486/50, 1486/132, 1486/202; vol. 87, no. 1490/383. For
the double herm with Seneca, Berlin, Staatliche Museum 371, see Richter 1965: 114,
no. 20.

Bartsch vol. 30, nos. 93 (316), 94 (317).

Naples, Museo Nazionale 1482/6697: see Darby 1948: 123—4, fig. 5, with bibliography.
The provenance of the relief is uncertain. A handwritten card in the Museum photo archive
states that it is from Pompeii. Darby’s assertion that the relief shows Socrates holding a
round mirror, rather than a cup, is unconvincing, although she is right to argue that this
scene is too casual to be a depiction of Socrates drinking hemlock. The cup is a common
attribute of a cynic. For the authenticity of Ursinus’ statue see Frischer 1979: 143.

For another depiction of a similarly covered mirror, see P. Thorton, The Italian Renaissance
Interior 1400—1600 (New York: Abrams, 1991), fig. 270. I am grateful to Catherine Hess
for this reference.

Cf. the common Renaissance interpretation of the mirror, e.g., Cesare Ripa, Iconologia,
Padua 1611, p. 441: “Lo specchiarsi significa la cognitione di se medesimo, non potendo
alcuno regolare le sue attioni, se I propri difetti non conosce.”

Lugano, Museo Civico di Belle Arte: see Impelluso 2002, 318. For additional examples see
Pigler 1974: 431.

See Brinkmann and Kemperdick 2005: 257-72, esp. 268-9.
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20 Strasbourg, Musée des Beaux-Arts: see Pigler 1938; De Mirimonde 1974; McGrath 1977:
97-9;1983: 232 esp. n. 21; Impelusso 2002: 317; McLean 2005.

21 Richter 1965: 119. See also note 15 for a relief in Naples.

22 For further examples see Pigler 1974: 432-33, and Rosenbert and van de Sandt 1983:
figs. 105-17, 187-9, to which add: O. Ferraro; H. F. Gravelot; D. N. Chodowiecki; and
V. Cambeceini.

23 Possagno, Gipsoteca Canoviana: Stefani 1990: 50-66.

24 Bremen, Kunsthalle Inv. Nr. 640-1981/6, Leihgabe der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1981.
For an early photograph of the piece at the Munich Central Collecting Point for recuper-
ated artworks at the end of the Second World War, see the Lost Art Internet Database:
www lostart.de/recherche/einzelobjekt.php3?lang=english&einzel_id=219146. Its CCP
number was Mii 13603 and according to its Property Card now in the National Archives
in Washington its Linz number was 923. I am grateful to Jens Daehner for bringing this
relief to my attention and to Andreas Kreul for permission to publish it. The attribution to
Lorenzo Bartolini is Carolyn Miner’s.

25  Gerome: Ackerman 2000: 53, 2467, no. 131. See also the drawing of Etienne-Barhélémy
Garnier in Campbell and Carter 1993: 206-7, no. 50, and the commentary on Peyron’s
drawing, p. 177.

26 See www.amis-musees-castres.asso.fr/GIF/Photos/Aparicio2.jpg

27 http://maple.cc.kcl.ac.uk/socrates/image/img/01 7christiaenssensalcib.jpg. See also Blan-
chard forthcoming.

28 See, e.g., McGrath 1983 and Ecker 1991. For Daumier and Delacroix see next note. For
Fuger see Campbell and Carter 1993: pp. 302-3, no. 102.

29 Some of these are collected at http://maple.cc.kcl.ac.uk/socrates/image/. For additional
images of Socrates, see, e.g., www.artres.com and www.groveart.com s.v. “Socrates.”
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9

Socrates in Plato’s Dialogues

CHRISTOPHER ROWE

There is a character called “Socrates” who is the main speaker in most of Plato’s
dialogues (there is also a younger namesake of his who appears in a few). This Socrates
has certain marked distinguishing features: he is drawn to beautiful young men and
adolescent boys, while he himself is, by usual standards, remarkably ugly; he knows
nothing, but can outsmart anyone he meets; in spite of saying he knows nothing, he
goes on saying, and evidently believing, a number of extremely odd things (“no one
goes wrong willingly,” “all the virtues are one,” “all desire is for the good,” and so on);
he specializes in question-and-answer, but is usually the questioner; he says he prefers
short answers to his questions, and doesn'’t like long speeches, but will sometimes
make long speeches himself; a divine voice sometimes stops him from doing things, but
he finds the only justification for actions in philosophy (his kind of divine “inspiration”
or “madness”); he can drink anyone under the table, but never gets drunk; he is
courageous, hardy, typically goes barefoot; and so on. These features tend not to
surface together, yet the descriptions of “Socrates” in different contexts, and the traits
he exhibits in those contexts, overlap to such an extent that it is hard not to suppose
that this is meant to be a single person, if a highly exceptional and extraordinary one
(a person like the Socrates who appears in Aristophanes’ comedies, and Xenophon's
fiction and nonfiction).

And yet this same character, according to some contemporary Anglophone read-
ings of the Platonic dialogues, has something of a split personality. In some, usually
shorter dialogues, early ones according to the standard dating, he is saying things — so
these contemporary readings assert — that are or resemble the things the historical
Socrates said (if we can believe our other sources, and they are themselves independ-
ent of Plato and at least reasonably reliable: Aristotle is the most important). But at a
certain point, generally taken to coincide with the beginning of something labeled the
“middle” period of Plato’s writing, “Socrates” starts talking — so the story goes — with a
different voice: Plato’s. That is to say, having spent some considerable time construct-
ing variations on the master’s themes, and presenting him as chief speaker, on the
account in question the author Plato turned instead to using him as a mouthpiece for
ideas that he — the master, Socrates — had never heard of: in particular, for the idea
which has become emblematic of Platonism, that behind and beyond the perceptible
world there exist certain eternal entities, “Forms,” which explain and somehow ground

”
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the being of that world. Some continuity there might well be with originally Socratic
ideas, but (according to the interpretation presently being described) the real Socrates
himself has been left behind. He makes a bit of a comeback later on, in the Theaetetus,
or — particularly — in the Philebus: here “Socrates” not only has the look and feel of his
old self, but is dealing with the sort of subjects he used to deal with (Philebus: ethics
and the good life), and in something like the sort of way he used to (Theaetetus: a
discussion of several successive propositions, ending in impasse). But, so the story
goes, these are exceptions to the general rule, and serve in a way to confirm it: that
there is a trajectory, in Plato, that leads him away from his original source and in-
spiration. On one version of the story, indeed, Plato even comes to approve of Athens
for killing off the old man: he becomes a constitutionalist, and as such has to disapprove
of Socrates as a subversive — “no one must be wiser than the laws” (Statesman 299c¢6).

So runs one standard (Anglophone) account of Plato’s handling of his “Socrates.” I
quote the late, influential Gregory Vlastos:

In different segments of Plato’s corpus two philosophers bear [the name “Socrates”]. The
individual remains the same [i.e. has the same character, behavior, and looks?]. But in
different dialogues he pursues philosophies so different that they could not have been
depicted as cohabiting the same brain throughout unless it had been the brain of a schizo-
phrenic. They are so diverse in content and method that they contrast as sharply with
one another as with any third philosophy you care to mention, beginning with Aristotle’s.
(Vlastos 1991: 46)

The third of the sentences just cited is puzzling: “. . . could not have been depicted as
cohabiting the same brain . . .” — yet they are, by Vlastos’ own admission, “depicted as
cohabiting the same brain.” The only conclusion one can draw is that Vlastos sup-
poses Plato’s Socrates (the character) actually to have “the brain of a schizophrenic.”
This seems to expose the very implausibility of the type of interpretation in question.
For how could it be that, having written numerous dialogues which — according to
Vlastos and others — are written to defend, advance, even if necessary gently modify,
Socrates’ ideas (but presumably still get him at least roughly right), Plato should
then proceed, in other dialogues, to traduce that very memory by putting things into
“Socrates’” mouth that he never said, and actually run importantly contrary to what
he said? Though Plato might have thought his own ideas were somehow legitimate
extensions or corrections of Socrates’, it scarcely looks credible that he should switch
in this way from loyal reportage to inventive use of “Socrates” to front and present
new, and non-Socratic, perspectives. On the standard interpretation Plato’s volte-face
is sudden and brutal: thus Republic Book 1 (on this interpretation) is a standard
“Socratic” dialogue, but it is followed by nine books in which in many respects
Plato strikes out on his own: the Republic is, in these books, the “middle” dialogue par
excellence, with Forms — see above — at its heart. So Socrates is himself in the first book,
but then suddenly becomes someone else (Plato), while retaining the same outward
characteristics. (Vlastos, at 1991: 53, explains this sort of change in terms of “the
dramatist’s attachment to his protagonist”: “as Plato changes, the philosophical per-
sona of his Socrates is made to change, absorbing the writer's new convictions . ..”
This too, however, seems to emphasize the problem rather than resolve it.)
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At this point the natural response might be to say that after all the Socrates of the
“early” dialogues is really an invention of Plato’s, having real connections with the
historical person, but at the same time essentially a literary and philosophical con-
struct that serves Plato’s own particular purposes. And that response is likely to be
inherently attractive in any case, especially in an age like the present when, at least in
literary studies, the notion of stable and discoverable truths is out of favor. (Especially
so, of course, about people: could even Socrates know who the real Socrates was? Is it
coherent to ask the real Socrates to stand up in the first place?) Such a perspective,
although resisted by those who — perhaps reasonably enough — think Plato the chief
source on Socrates, or at least on his philosophical thinking, is widely shared, and
indeed would probably represent the fallback position of those numerous readers
and interpreters of Plato who would prefer, for whatever reasons, not to engage with
questions about the truthfulness or otherwise of Plato’s treatment of Socrates. But
the perspective in question is usually either combined with, or made redundant by,
another common attitude towards the Socrates of the “Socratic” dialogues: that his
forte is provocation rather than serious philosophical work, and that he is to be taken
at his word when he says that he is no teacher. A typical Socratic dialogue ends in
impasse (aporia); his paradoxical dicta in any case — so this view goes — make no sound
philosophical sense, however effective they may be in stirring his interlocutors, and
his readers, to philosophical reflection; and in general the “Socratic” dialogues fade
into insignificance when compared with the works of Plato’s “middle” (or “mature”)
and later periods. From this direction comes the caricature of Socratic method that
survives in that modern academic phrase “Socratic questioning,” by which is meant a
kind of questioning that merely aims at getting clear about what the student or pupil
thinks he or she is saying. A Socrates of this sort has no need of positions of his own,
and if he has them they will surface only incidentally, as if to reassure us that he is a
person of the right moral fiber to tea