
Socrates (470?468?-399 BCE) lived in Athens, an independent Greek city state with an empire 
reaching out into Africa, Asia and the remainder of Europe. Athenians were thus exposed to the 
knowledge of how other societies functioned and what different beliefs prevailed in them. This 
inevitably led some of Athens' thinkers to question the nature of their own beliefs when others 
held clearly different views about the world. 

 

Socrates described himself (as reported in Xenophon’s Symposium) as ‘snub-nosed, with wide 
nostrils, protruding eyes, thick lips, and a paunch’.  Details of him are available from the writings 
of Plato, his philosophical disciple, Xenophon his friend, and Aristophanes, the satirical playwright 
who refers to Socrates in ‘the Birds’, and whose ‘the Clouds’ takes Socrates to task for creating his 
own religion, and undermining the respect owed to the established gods through his mastery of 
argument.  He is reported to have said that his father was a stonemason, and he may have 
worked as a stonemason himself, before becoming the self-arrogated conscience of Athens 
following his military service, in middle age. His mother may have been a midwife, although 
midwifery was not at that time a recognized occupation. Socrates was married to Xanthippe and 
possibly to another woman, Myrto.  He had three sons, two in old age.  Accounts of him seem to 
agree that he was both bad-tempered and lustful, but that he considered these to be faults, to be 
conquered by reason.  There is an account of him discussing with his friend Aristippus (the founder 
of Cyrenaicism, which we consider below) what we would now call a thought experiment devised 
by another acquaintance, Prodicus, a Sophist.  In this experiment, the choice of Heracles, Heracles 
is as a young adult, out walking, and comes to a crossroads.  He is beckoned down one way by a 
sexy woman who says that her name is happiness although some call her pleasure.  On the other 
side a more sober woman beckons Heracles to take her way, the way of virtue.  Socrates argues 
for the modest woman’s path, Aristippus for the path of pleasure.  Annas (???) from whom I have 
taken this summary points out how sexist this choice is, arguing that there is no choice really 
(although she does not say why) and that the difficulty is to know which woman is which i.e. which 
is the virtuous woman and which is the woman whose name is pleasure. She does not point out 
that this kind of choice is particularly a young man’s choice and reflects the mammalian impulse 
for young male offspring to act individualistically and challenge for the females, or be driven out to 
live alone. 

 

Socrates was courageous and physically resilient (several accounts describe him as dressing 
inadequately for the winter but not seeming to be affected by the cold), but socially awkward.  He 
is often described as being indifferent to his dress and physical appearance (his waddling gait is 
sometimes mentioned), and of being over-talkative.  But Socrates’ dominant characteristic is his 
willingness to argue with anyone, not as we would say for the sake of argument but to find out 
what they really knew—a special kind of argument that Socrates invented and on which his current 
reputation rests, the Socratic ‘examination’.  Aristotle, who studied with Plato but who was born 15 
years after Socrates died, asserts that Socrates invented the argument by induction, and the use 
general definitions of terms that may have varied, and sometimes various, particular applications.  
An argument by induction uses specific instances as proof of a general rule.  So the fact that the 
sun came up this morning, and yesterday morning, and the day before that… and so on, is proof 
that the sun will come up tomorrow, too.  To use general definition in an argument might go like 
this: “what does proof mean?” One application of it is showing, for example the proof an animal is 
its spoor.  Another is obtaining conclusive evidence, for example showing that something is hollow 
by floating it in water.  So the general definition of proof is demonstration that is leads to a true 
conclusion. 

 

Socrates believed it when the Delphic oracle told a friend of his that Socrates was the wisest 
person in Athens.  He believed it because he was the only person who knew how little he knew.  
Very often the purpose of the examination was to show other people how little they knew, too.  
Socrates thought that this was doing them a service because the health of the soul depended on 
whether what one believed about oneself was really knowledge, that is whether or not it was true.   

 



Athens was convulsed by a civil war during Socrates’ life, which briefly replaced democracy by an 
oligarchy.  It may be that he gained enemies during this period, although he kept himself aloof 
from politics.  But the main reason that he upset people is probably that his examinations 
inevitably led to other people discovering that they knew less than they thought that they did.  
This is probably what lay behind the charges made in 399 BCE that he did not recognize the city’s 
gods, that he was introducing his own gods, and that he was a corrupter of youth.  After a trial, to 
which he gave a provocative rather than effective defence, Socrates was found guilty and executed 
by poisoning, one of the two customary methods (the other was crucifixion) then in use. 

 

Socrates was trained by sophists and was taken to be a sophist himself.  His original motive in 
developing his examination may have been to distance himself from this accusation by focussing 
on the content of the argument, and not on its methods.  For Socrates, unlike the sophists, the 
quality of the examination was determined not by the process but by its result, which might be an 
increase in knowledge all round (as Socrates would expect of his use of it) or an increase in fallacy 
(as Socrates, or at least Plato, would expect of a sophistic argument).  

	  


