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Socrates: Fanatical Cripple or Philosophical Genius?
            Would you have enough bravery in your heart to sacrifice your life in the name of doing what is right, even though you were being falsely accused of a crime you did not commit? Clearly, most people would not, but the brilliant Greek philosopher Socrates was unquestionably not most people. Named the wisest man in Greece by the age of forty, Socrates challenged the minds of the Athenian public, and the rest of the world to come, with his unique philosophy.

            The events of Socrates’ life eventually became the building blocks of the illustrious house that is his distinctive philosophy. Socrates was born in the year of 470 B.C. in Athens, Greece to a stonemason named Sophroniscus and an Athenian woman named Phaenarete. In Athens at the time of Socrates’ childhood there were many elementary schools teaching literacy to young boys, and it is assumed that Socrates attended such a school and received a formal education until he came of age. As part of his education Socrates was said to have eagerly pored over the written works of classical philosophers Anaxagoras, Heraclitius, and Parmenides. Socrates and his family enjoyed a relatively high social status due to Sophroniscus’ friendship with Aristides the Just, founder of the alliance of Greek city-states called the Delian League. Even as a young child, Socrates was socially connected to a group of intellectual Athenians called the Periclean Circle, and often sat in on their abundant conversations. Just around the time Socrates came of age, his father died and his mother subsequently remarried, became a midwife, and had a son named Patrocles.

            At this time, as an Athenian citizen, it was Socrates’ obligation to join the Athenian militia. He became a hoplite, or heavy infantryman, and served briefly in the Peloponnesian War. Socrates made a name for himself when his ability to withstand harsh climates and immense fatigue was noticed by his comrades, and he was heavily decorated for his bravery. His ability to overcome intense hardship played a role in the development of his personal philosophy, which came later in his life.

             In the time of his adulthood, Socrates was said to be extremely unfortunate looking. He had long, scraggly, Spartan-style long hair (although Athens was fighting Sparta at the time) and eyes that bulged in such a dramatic fashion that he could see all odd angles around him. He went about his life barefoot, unwashed, and with a long walking stick. However, his hideous features did not prevent him from securing a wife, an average Athenian lady named Xanthippe. Plato describes her as a “shrew” and claims others thought her quick-tempered. Together Socrates and Xanthippe had three male children: Lamprocles, Sophroniscus, and Menexus. Socrates never learned a trade or practiced a career in his life, but instead walked about Athens conversing with people about philosophy. It is speculated that he lived off a small inheritance from his father, but ultimately forced his wife to take care of the children and make ends meet, while he spent his days in leisure.

            Although he claimed he was not a teacher countless times, it is undeniable that Socrates taught many people about morality and ignorance. Socrates was commonly seen on daily hobbles throughout the local marketplace, talking to virtually any class member or type of person. He spent most of his time persuading or participating in a question-answer type conversation where he would eventually cause people to realize their plentiful ignorance and faults in morality. He would often accomplish this by simply outwitting them due to his sharp intelligence.  He would not stop this banter, even if his “student” refused him, until he was satisfied with the result. Socrates spent his life examining both others and his own beliefs, because he believed, “the unexamined life is not worth living, for a human being.” (ABC-CLIO; p.2) He would question people on topics referring to the things he believed were most important in life: courage, love, reverence, moderation, and the general state of one’s soul. Socrates had a reputation for being often largely ironic. For example, he constantly insisted he knew nothing of worth, and wanted to hear other people’s views, yet he held the upper hand in every conversation he created. Socrates favored youth as the subjects of his conversational questioning style, and is famous for spending numerous hours enlightening young people with a plethora of things to think about. Many youth adapted Socrates’ methods of philosophy as their own, and practiced them in their own lives, to the general dismay of their parents. Sometime during the course of his life, Socrates’ friend and loyal supporter Chaerephon went to Delphi to ask the prestigious oracle there if anyone was wiser than his old friend. The oracle said no, and officially named Socrates the wisest man in Greece.

            Over the span of his many years, Socrates developed an everlasting philosophy incorporating many beliefs very unique to his time. These beliefs questioned the very nature of people and the world around them. One of Socrates’ main beliefs was that the soul is the source of one’s moral character, and often preached this belief to others. Another belief of his was more controversial, that the collection of all one’s virtues lets one know their true self. Common Greek wisdom at the time was that a person could possess some virtues and not others. For example, a person could have great courage and yet still be horribly unjust or unkind. Socrates disagreed; he believed that if someone has one virtue than they must possess them all. Socrates also did not believe in “weakness of will,” as he thought that if someone did something wrong they are simply just identifying right incorrectly. He was said to have been in complete control of all his emotions, and was unafraid of death. He explained this by the fact that he should not fear it because he had no knowledge of what came after it. Therefore, he believed that people should only be concerned with things they have complete knowledge over, and not be afraid of the things they do not understand.

            Socrates developed the clever and still-used Socratic Method, which is a method that uses cross-examination as a way to discover inconsistencies. It is a way of revealing false assumptions to create the discovery of true conclusions. He aided his “students” in finding inconsistency in their own morals with this method. Although brilliant, this practice was widely criticized and opposed by western philosophers of Socrates’ time. They could not bear the idea of uncovering faults in their already developed moral philosophies. Yet the beliefs and philosophies Socrates grew out of the brilliant depths of his own mind made an impression on all those who came upon them, and Socrates himself lived by them each day.

            In the spring of 399 B.C. a young poet named Meleteus accused Socrates through a legal document of irreverence (failure to worship deities set by the state) and being, “a doer of evil, who corrupts the youth; and who does not believe in the gods of the state, but has other divinities of his own.”(ABC-CLIO; p.1) Although his “irreverence” did not corrupt the city’s youth as Meleteus said Socrates did, it is true that he did not always view religion as conventional Athenians did. Socrates had said the gods do not lie or do bad things, contrary to the popular belief that Olympian gods were vindictive and temperamental. He also often claimed his “daimonion” had spoken to him since childhood. He said that this was a divine entity that had come to him as a voice, and had guided him ever since then with advice and foresight. When he was eventually faced with the verdict of execution, he accepted it cheerfully because “his daimonion had not stopped him, so the death that would follow his behavior must not be a bad thing.” (Pappas; p.1) However, the trial began in the month of Thargelion (May-June) the trial began with a jury and many spectators present to observe the proceedings. Plato recorded the entire trial in his writing Apology (from the Greek word, ‘apologia’, meaning, ‘defense’) It is widely accepted that there were many speeches given in Socrates’ defense  by his supporters, but there is no evidence in Apology of the names or speeches of those people. In his personal defense, Socrates mentioned the pain caused unto him by “The Clouds,” a play written by Athenian comedic playwright Aristophanes, in which both he and his teachings were ridiculed.  He claimed the play was false and he denied studying what lie above the heavens and below the earth, as the play had suggested. However, his familiarity and knowledge of the aspects of nature came out in his speech and the jury was left still not persuaded of his true worship of deities. He mentioned thrice the charge upon him of, “corrupting city youth,” in his defense. “He said that if he did so, it was unwillingly, but if unwillingly, he should be instructed, not prosecuted.” (Bracusi; p.4)

            Even though it was unanimously noted that Socrates out-argued the young Meleteus, the jury found him guilty and sentenced him to death. Socrates had spent thirty days in jail when his friend Crito attempted to convince Socrates to escape, but he replied, “Neither to do a wrong nor to return a wrong is ever right, not even to injure in return for an injury received.” (Bracusi; p.4) He would not escape for the sake of his family he told Crito, or even the threat of death. Socrates made a point of also telling Crito that if he exiled himself now unlawfully, while he had the chance to do so lawfully earlier (A legal option at the time was to exile yourself from the community instead of going to trial), then it would be further proof to people that he was a wrongdoer. He wished not to shame his family this way, so he accepted the execution to come. He did not agree with it, but wanted to follow the laws of the government.

            On his last day of life, Socrates “appeared both happy in manner and words as he died nobly without fear.” (Bracusi; p.4)  His wife and young son Menexus came to visit him that morning, but he dismissed them coldly and had them led away. Socrates spent his last hours in practice of his life’s mission, to educate people about the way they should live. He went about defending the soul’s immortality to local Athenians and his dear friends, warned them never to retreat from an argument, but to hold back their emotions. “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,” he told them. (Encyclopedia Britannica; p.1)  He kindly bathed at the prison cistern at the day’s close so the women of his household would not have to bathe his corpse as was tradition. He had no preference over what was done with his corpse after he died, whether burned or buried. He met with some friends and family again before cheerfully taking the cup of poison hemlock from the executioner and drinking to his death. His dramatic sacrifice in the name of the law was an image that survived time itself, branded into all minds that care about the pursuit of knowledge.

            Socrates may have died around age seventy, but his name and his intelligent thoughts have echoed throughout the history of philosophy. Through the written works of the ancient historian Xenophon in Apology, Oeconomicus, and Memorabilia we are provided a glimpse of Socrates’ life. Through the more famous works of Socrates’ more accomplished pupil Plato: Apology, Crito, and Phaedo Socrates is examined and quoted in even more detail, and almost all we know of him comes from his student. These books, which document Socrates’ thought, are some of the most important documents we in the modern world possess regarding the qualities of Western Philosophy. After his death, every philosophical school in Greece either noted him as their founder or idol of its students. In this way, his thoughtful nature was rewarded by being honored by students who lived and studied long after his time. Today, the Socratic Method is applied in law schools universally as a way to question and discover the truth. Socrates has been credited with being the father of Western morals and ethics, and for that his legacy lives on.

            Named the wisest man in Greece by the age of forty, Socrates challenged the minds of the Athenian public, and the rest of the world to come, with his unique philosophy. He asked questions of life, virtue, human nature, and the world, but unlike some today who ask of others what they cannot answer themselves, Socrates answered his own questions. He delved into the questions he asked, and he taught the answers to all who would listen. Our society has evolved into a place where bad deeds go unpunished and unethical behavior elevates popularity. What would Socrates say about the way we live?
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