
NOTE TO USERS 

The original manuscript received by UMI contains pages with 
slanted print. Pages were microfilmed as received. 

This reproduction is the best copy available 

UMI 





JUSTICE AND FRIENDSHIP 
IN 

XENOPHON'S MEMORABILIA 

Benjamin K. S. Wong 

A thesis submitted in confonnity with the requirements 
for the degree of  Doctor of Philosophy 

Graduate Department of Political Science 
University of Toronto 

@ Copyright by Benjamin K. S. Wong 1997 



National Library Bibliothèque nationale 
du Canada 

Acquisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bibliographie Services services bibliographiques 

395 Wellington Street 395. rue Wellington 
Ottawa ON K1A ON4 OttawiiON K1A ON4 
Canada Canada 

The author has granted a non- L'auteur a accordé une licence non 
exclusive licence allowing the exclusive permettant à la 
National Library of Canada to Bibliothèque nationale du Canada de 
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell reproduire, prêter, distribuer ou 
copies of this thesis in microform, vendre des copies de cette thèse sous 
paper or electronic formats. la forme de microfiche/fïhn, de 

reproduction sur papier ou sur format 
électronique. 

The author retains ownership of the L'auteur conserve la propriété du 
copyright in this thesis. Neither the droit d'auteur qui protège cette thèse. 
thesis nor substantial extracts fkom it Ni la thèse ni des extraits substantiels 
may be printed or otherwise de celle-ci ne doivent être imprimés 
reproduced without the author's ou autrement reproduits sans son 
permission. autorisation. 



Friendship and Justice in Xenophon's Memorabilia 
Ph.D. 1997 
Benjamin Koon Siak Wong 
Department of Poli tical Science 
University of Toronto 

Abstract 

Part of the purpose of this dissertation is to show that Xenophon's predominantly modem 

critics are mistaken in dismissing the Memorabilia as a work worthy of serious 

consideration. These critics maintain that Xenophon's forma1 defense of Socrates in the 

opening two chapters of the work is so inadequate that it undermines the credibility and 

significance of his subsequent recollection of Socrates' conversations with the 

companions. Contrary to the claims of these critics, Our examination of Xenophon's 

defense shows that it is designed to clarify Socrates' complex role as a cntical but 

responsible citizen-philosopher. To funher substantiate this reading of the defense, we 

examine a selection of the Socratic conversations reported in the Memorabilia. These 

conversations show how Socrates accomplished, within the framework of his awareness 

of the fundamental and unresolved questions of political life, different objectives at the 

same time: namely, to help his companions improve themselves, to point out practical 

ways of moderating the democracy, and to advance his private, philosophical interests. 

By revealing the scope and Iimits of Socrates' practical wisdom, these conversations 

point to the various aspects of the problern of perfecting the city and its citizens. In d l .  

they suggest that the Memorabilia is intended to convey in a systematic and 

comprehensive manner those experiences of Socrates' civic life that led Xenophon to 

reflect on the fundamental problems of politics. 
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Cbapter One 

l n  troduction 

1. Statement of intention 

As a title, Xenophon' s Memorabilia or "memoirs" seems sornewhat misleading . ' 

The work does not contain a narrative of Xenophon's significant sayings and doings; 

instead, it is rnainiy devoted to the recollection of the civic life of Socrates. The 

emorabilia opens with Xenophon's attempt to refbte the charges of impiety and 

corruption brought against Socrates. This is followed by a M e r  attempt to respond to 

an unnarned accuser who daims, among other things, that Socrates was responsible for 

the political crimes of Critias and Alcibiades. These accusations fonn the background 

against which Xenophon sets down his recollections of how, in speech as well as in deed, 

Socrates attempted to benefit and to improve his companions. 

As a whoie, the Memorabilia can be seen as an attempt by Xenophon to vindicate 

the justice and the goodness of the Socratic way o f  life. His defense of Socrates rests on 

the grounds that Socrates showed himseif to be usehl and helpful to others. Socrates 

benefitted his companions by freely offering sound and practical advice to them. Above 

all, he constantiy exhorted and counselled them to lead a life of virtue. Socrates was, in 

this sense, a good friend and teacher to his companions. 

Most of his modem critics see Xenophon's defense of Socrates as simple-minded 

and superficial, and hence unworthy of serious consideration. According to one leading 

critic, Socrates "would never have been prosecuted" if Xenophon's portrait of him were 



tme to life.2 It is the intention of this dissertation to show that Xenophon presents a 

. . 
serious and legitimate defense of Socrates in the Memorabilia Far from being naively 

partisan or incompetent, the Memorabilia offers a complex and thoughtful account of 

Socrates' practical efforts to reconcile his philosophical way of life with the duties and 

. * 
responsibilities of good citizenship. By vindicating Socrates' justice, the Memorabih 

also vindicates Xenophon's understanding of the Socratic way of life. 

No modem scholar has done more than Leo Strauss in reviving interest in the 

study of Xenophon. In fact, this dissertation is heavily indebted to his commentary on the 

Memorabilia. Strauss, however, corcentrates his efforts on elucidating the philosophical 

teaching underlying Xenophon's presentation of Socrates' justice. Our aim here is more 

limited and our approach to the text differs fiom Strauss'. This dissertation will focus 

mainly on the nature and character of Socrates' interaction with the companions. It is our 

contention that these encounters with the companions reveal the various practical 

strategies Socrates adopted to vindicate his way of life as a citizen-philosopher, and that it 

is through the constant reflection on these strategies that Xenophon came to appreciate 

Socrates' teaching on justice. 

II. An outline of Xenophon's life and works 

It is almost customary to preface every serious study of Xenophon with a review 

of the modem controversy surrounding his relationship with Socrates. Did Xenophon 

really know Socrates? Was he a competent student of Socrates? Can his reports of 

Socrates be trusted? Questions such as these have consumed most of Xenophon's 



modem cntics, many of whom have rendered judgments that continue to have a strong, 

negative impact on the study of Xenophon.' But before we undertake a review of this 

controversy, it would be helpful to acquaint ourselves with the broad features of 

Xenophon's life and works? 

Aside from Plato and Aristophanes, Xenophon is the only direct source of 

histoncal information on Socrates. Unlike Anstophanes, Xenophon does not present his 

portrait of Socrates in the form of a caricature. Although Xenophon took a serious 

interest in Socrates' teachings, his response to the Socratic experience seerns to differ 

fiom Plato's. He did not establish a teaching academy or inspire a school of thought, and 

his writings are singularly fiee of the metaphysical and abstract formulations prominent 

in many of Plato's Socratic dialogues. 

Even though Xenophon seems to agree widi Plato in portraying Socrates as the 

leading model of the citizen-philosopher, he did not seem to have planned his life in 

accordance with that model. Xenophon's way of life can perhaps be characterised as one 

of a political stranger. He Ieft Athens to join the Greek mercenary army -- the Ten 

ïhousand - employed by Cyrus in the abortive attempt to seize the Persian throne. 

Xenophon's part in leading the Greek army back to safety brought hirn to the notice of 

Agesilaos, the Spartan king. So, for a tirne, Xenophon found himself serving on the side 

of the Spartans. For his services to them, he was granted a country estate in Scillus to 

which he eventually retired. The ancient biographer, Diogenes Laertius, says that when 

Scillus was caphired by the Thebans, Xenophon fled to Connth where he spent the few 

remaining years of his life.' 



Only four of Xenophon's works are explicitly devoted to Socrates.' The 

Oeconomicus concems Socrates' attempt to teach Critobulus the art of the household 

manager. Socrates plays a major role in the Symposium which recounts the playful 

exchanges among a gathenng of gentlemen. The Apology of Socrates seeks to explain 

Socrates' bold posture in the conduct of his defense at the trial.' Xenophon's longest 

Socratic work, the Memorabilia, is devoted mainly to Socrates' chic  life.' 

In addition to these works, Xenophon also wrote a number of technical treatises 

on the art of the calvary commander, on hoaemanship, and on hunting. He also devoted 

a treatise to each of the constitutions of Athens and Sparta? The achievements of 

Agesilaos are cornmernorated in a eulogy named after the Spartan king. Said to be his 

last work, the W a ~ s  and Means consists of advice to the Athenians on the management of 

their economy. 'O 

A great deal of Xenophon's political career can be learned fiom the babasis,  a 

semi-autobiographical work which recounts the events of the retreat of the Ten Thousand. 

Xenophon's interest in the political and military affairs of his time is M e r  reflected in 

the Hellenica which is often regarded as the continuation of Thucydides' history of the 

Greeks. The two historical fictions, the J-Iier~ and the Çyropaedia are perhaps 

Xenophon's most original works. The Hiero is the only classical dialogue which features 

a wise man giving advice to a tyrant.'' The Cyropaedia is a dramatisation of Xenophon's 

thoughts on the nature of political rule. The work traces the life and career of an 

exceptionally gifted political individual who transforms a national aristocracy into an 

absolute monarchy ruling over a vast empire.12 



Although most of Xenophon's literary efforts seem to have been expended on the 

non8ocratic works, the presence or influence of Socrates can be detected in al1 his major 

non-Socratic works. Xenophon's interest in illuminating various aspects of human Wcde 

or moral excellence reflects Socrates' interest in the "human things".13 Socrates makes a 

significant appearance in both the historical works, the b b a s i s  and the Heller~ica.~~ 

The influence of Socrates is especially evident in the egregious presence of Socratic 

surrogates in the Hier0 and the Cyro~aedia.'~ Even the seemingly obscure treatise on 

hunting concludes with 3 spirited, Socratic-type criticism of the misplaced optimism of 

the sophists.16 These recurring references and allusions to Socrates in the non-Socratic 

writings suggest that Xenophon's writings on the whole bear the indelible stamp of 

Socrates' influence. 

III. Xenophon: His admirers and cntics 

In spite of the fact that Xenophon is one of the major sources of historical 

information on Socrates, there is a dearth of serious scholarship on his Socratic writings. 

Leo Strauss' Xenophon's Socrates, for instance, remains the only book-length study of 

the Memorabilia in the English-speaking world. Most of the journal articles tend to be 

general in their exposition of Xenophon's Socratic writings because they are usually 

written with a view to revive interest in the study of Xenophon." Consequently, the 

English literature on Xenophon's Socratic writings does not rnerit a critical 

bibliographical review." In place of a literanire review, this section will present a general 

survey of historical attitudes towards Xenophon. In the case of Xenophon, such a survey 



is especiaily significant because it reveals that the attack on Xenophon's reputation is a 

singularly modem phenomenon.I9 

From the classical period to the Eighteenth Century, Xenophon enjoyed the 

highest reputation as a political philosopher. Writing at the end of pagan antiquity, the 

biographer Eunapius said that, 

Xenophon was the o d y  philosopher arnong them d l  to 
have adomed philosophy in both word and deed. On the 
one hand, he w-rites of moral virtues in his discourses, and 
to some extent in his historical writings also. On the other 
hand, he excelled in deeds, and begat generds by the force 
of his example. Alexander the Great, at least, would never 
have been "Great" but for Xen~phon.~' 

On his accomplishments as commander-in-chief in Cilicia, the statesman and 

philosopher, Cicero said: "The Cyropaedia which 1 have well-thumbed in the reading of 

it, 1 have exemplified in its entirety during my command here."*' 

H.G. Dakyns, the first major English translator of Xenophon's works, drew the 

following list of epithets of Xenophon fiom the various commentaries of Plutarchl 

Polybius, Longinus and Dionysius of Halicamassus: 

[A] sage and wise man; a sensible and just historian; an 
original and inventive writer, possessing rare gifis of style; 
a "beautiful and good" man - patient, afTectionate and god- 
ser~ing. '~ 

According to the literary classicist, James Tatum, Xenophon's influence reached its peak 

in the sixteenth century when his works exercised their power on thinkers as diverse as 

Machiavelli, Erasmus and More.23 Leo Strauss has also noted that for Machiavelli, the 

representative par excellence of classical political philosophy was none other than 



Xenophon whose writings he cites more ofien than those of Plato, Anstotle and Cicero 

~ornbined .~~ 

The early modem literary scholar and philosopher, Shaftesbury found in 

Xenophon "the wisest, the usefullest and (to those who cm understand the divineness of a 

just simplicity) the most amiable, and even the most elevating and exalting of al1 

uninspired and merely human au th or^."^' Recalling his encounter with the Mernorabilla, . . 

Benjamin Franklin said: "1 was charm'd by it, adopted it, Gopt my contradiction and 

positive argumentation, and put on the humble inquirer and d o ~ b t e r . " ~ ~  

Today Xencphon is still highly regarded in certain quarten as a brilliant innovator 

and practitioner of the military art; and he is also widely recognised for his novel 

expenmentation with various literary f~rms .~ '  In the field of politicai theory, Leo Strauss 

is the single most important scholar to have attempted to make Xenophon accessible and 

relevant to the modem student of poli tic^.*^ But these rare contemporary 

acknowledgements of Xenophon's importance pale before the relentless onslaught of 

modem criticisms aimed at the credibility and integrity of both his person and his works. 

To many modem scholars, Xenophon has "contributed most to the distortion of 

the tme picture of soc rate^."^^ According to Gregory Vlastos, Xenophon's Socrates is 

woefully lacking in irony and paradox, and hence empty of serious philosophicai content. 

In Xenophon's hands, Socrates is reduced to nothing but "a pious reciter of moral 

c~rnmonplaces."~~ The existentialist philosopher Kierkegaard, whose doctoral 

dissertation concentrated on the examination of Socratic irony, cornplains that 

Xenophon's Socrates is "al1 too correct, al1 too stubborn, al1 too serious" such that if the 



portrait were true to life, the Athenians would have wanted Socrates done away with 

"because he bored them rather than because they feared hirn.'"' Bertrand Russell is even 

more explicit in his contempt for Xenophon: "A stupid man's report of what a clever man 

says is never accurate because he unconsciously translates what he hem into something 

he can under~tand."~~ 

Even noted scholars of a more generous disposition are quite convinced that 

Xenophon could not possibly be regarded as a truiy philosophic disciple of Socrates. 

While defending the authenticity of Xenophon's portrait of Socrates, Schleiemacher 

maintains nonetheless that Xenophon "was a statesman, but no phil~sopher.'"~ 

W.K.C. Guthrie, the Cambridge classicist who admires the virtues of Xenophon as a 

gentleman and a soldier, daims that the latter's writings display "little signs of any 

capacity for profound philosophical th~ught . "~~  In the face of the formidable reputations 

of many of his most inveterate critics it is little wonder that Xenophon is ofien dismissed 

as an uninspired writer incapable of stating anything with convincing rigour and fiankly, 

unsuited to comprehend the genius of Socrates. 

Xenophon's credentials as a histonan have dso been challenged, and this attack 

implicitly calls into qüestion his integrity as a biographer and the reliability of his reports 

of soc rate^.^' He is accused of expressing a pro-Spartan prejudice in his reports of the 

Greeks, and the Anabasis, which recounts his leadership of the retreat of the Ten 

Thousand, is maligned as an unconscionable act of self-glorificati~n.~~ The most serious 

charge, however, is the one which maintains that Xenophon is the exemplar of the compt 

citizen. Xenophon was, for a long time, an exile from Athens as a result of his 



association with the enemies of the city. In the opinion of the nineteenth century 

historian, B.G. Niebuhr: "no state has expelled a more degenerate son than this 

Xenophon."" More recentiy, A.H. Chroust has claimed that: 

Xenophon is probably the perfect type of that ancient Greek 
who in his complete detachment from his native city was 
apparently devoid of al1 sentiments of patriotism and 
patriotic loyaity .... The cold indiflerence of Xenophon to 
his native land is more signifcant - and more shocking - 
than the many unpatriotic and c'tre.asonable" deeds of 
partisan ambition?' 

The prevailing view of Xenophon as unphilosophic and politically cormpt is 

diarnetricaily opposed to the traditional opinion of Xenophon as a worthy exponent of 

political philosophy. More to our purpose here, the prevailing view essentially denies 

that Xenophon is capable of providing us with a senous and legitimate account of 

Socrates. It should be apparent, however, that the negative view of Xenophon is a 

quintessentially modem phenornenon. Unless the entire body of traditional opinion on 

Xenophon is gravely mistaken, there is reaily no compelling reason for us not to attempt 

an independent assessrnent of Xenophon's merits. Xenophon's Memorabilia, in 

particular, may offer us a unique perspective on Socrates' justice and, by implication, 

Socrates' political thought. As the Memorabilia also contains Xenophon's most 

extensive record of his expenences with Socrates, a close study of the text may also 

provide us with valuable insights into the nature of his response to the Socratic way of 

life. 



IV. Xenophon's Memorabilia 

emorabilia is the widely accepted Latin name of the original Greek title, 

A~omernmeumata. The Greek title can be translated literally as "memorable things" or 

simply as "recollections". In its 1itera.l sense, the title makes no reference to the particular 

subject matter of the work; the title, however, draws attention to the significance of those 

things which the author regards as memorable or worthy of recollection. As the text is 

dedicated entirely to the recollection of Socrates, the title suggests that Xenophon's most 

significant memones are associated with his expenences of Socrates. 

The importance Xenophon attached to his association with Socrates is indicated in 

. . the opening statement of the Memorabilia: 

any times (pollakis) 1 have wondered by what possible 
speeches those who indicted Socrates persuaded the 
Athenians that he deserved death fiom the city. (1 : 1 : 1, 
emphasis added)39 

Socrates' trial and execution seem to have provided the initial impetus for Xenophon's 

defense of Socrates. The word, "pollakis", attests moreover to the enduring character of 

Xenophon's reflections on Socrates. The significance of the opening statement can 

perhaps be M e r  appreciated through the contrast with the opening remark of 

Xenophon's major-non-Socratic work, the Çyropaedia. There, in a somewhat detached 

manner, Xenophon introduces the work with the clause "A thought once m) occurred 

to us... ."O This difference is noteworthy since the Cyropaedia has generally attracted 

. . 
greater attention than the Mernorabilia. Judging by the opening clauses, Xenophon seems 

to have accorded greater attention, and greater importance, to Socrates than to Cyrus. 



That Xenophon is detennined to revive and vindicate the memory of Socrates is 

evident. To Xenophon, Socrates' death not only symbolised the injustice of the city 

towards its greatest benefactor, but it ais0 constituted the profound loss of an exceptional 

fnend and teacher: 

Of those who knew Socrates - what sort he was - al1 who 
desired virtue even now still long for him most of dl, on 
the grounds that he was most beneficial with regard to 
attending to virtue. (4:8: 1 1) 

This sentiment recurs in the , 4 ~ o I ~ g y  of Socrates - the companion piece to the 

Memorabilia -- where Xenophon says in closing: 

And so in contemplating the man's wisdom and nobility of 
character, 1 find it beyond my power to forget hlln or, in 
remembering him, to refkin fiorn praising him. And if 
among those who make virtue their aim any one has ever 
been brought into contact with a penon more beneficial 
than Socrates, I count that man worthy to be called most 
bIe~sed.~'  

Socrates' beneficence, especially his helpfulness as a guide in the quest for virtue, is the 

abiding theme of the Memorabilia. Indeed, Xenophon seems to identifi Socrates' justice 

with Socrates' beneficence. To Xenophon, Socrates was "so just as to h m  no one, not 

evcn a little, and to benefit to the greatest extent those who dealt with him" (423: 1 1). 

Xenophon's recollection of Socrates seems, moreover, to go beyond a mere 

testimony to Socrates' willingness and ability to benefit others. The very act of recalling 

Socrates appears also to have a deeper significance: 

So beneficial was Socrates in every matter and in every 
manner ... that there was nothing more beneficial that being 
a companion of Socrates and spending time with him 
anywhere at al1 and in any matter whatsoever, since even 



m when he was not Oresent was of no small 
benefit to those who were accustomed to being in his 
Company and who were receptive to him. (4: 1 : 1, ernphasis 
added) 

The recollection of Socrates seems to be the next best thing to simply being with him. 

Socrates' he!philness thus continued, in a sense, to benefit his disciples even &er his 

death. On the basis of this view, there appears to be a practical dimension to Xenophon's 

recollection of Socrates. 

Xenophon's apped to the significance of recalling Socrates seems to express an 

expenence unique to the followen of Socrates. The meaning or significance attached to 

. * 
the act of recalling Socrates can perhaps be inferred fiom an argument in the b o r a b i l i a  

which Xenophon makes in his own x~arne .~~  Although this argument is not attributed to 

Socrates, it is used in defence of him; and it is somewhat striking in that it appears to 

challenge a well-known Socratic thesis. 

To refbte what appears to be the Socratic thesis that virtue is knowledge, 

Xenophon tries to show that virtue requires training and constant practice. According to 

Xenophon, vimie can be lost through neglect just as poetry is forgotten unless it is often 

repeated. The neglect of the practice of virtue leads to a kind of forgetfulness: 

For I see that, just as those who do not practice forget 
verses composed in meter, so also forgetfûiness occurs in 
those neglecting the speeches that teach. And when 
someone forgets the speeches that admonish, he has also 
forgotten also what the sou1 experienced when it desired 
moderation. As he has forgotten this, it is no wonder that 
he forgets moderation as well. (1 :2:2 l)*' 

It seems imperative, therefore, to always bear in mind or to recall certain formative 



experiences in order to sustain the desire for moderation or virtue. From this argument, it 

can be inferred that the recollection of Socrates is itself somehow beneficial because it 

helps to rekindle or to fortiQ in the mind those expenences that inspired Socrates' 

disciples to seek after virtue. Seen in this light, the recollection of Socrates may be 

construed as an attempt to-re-enact those circumsfances that gave rise to the experience of 

the desire for virtue. Thus one of the purposes of the Memora- may be to provide the 

reader with the opportunity to experience vicariously those precious moments Xenophon 

gained through his encounters with Socrates. 

Given the importance Xenophon attached to his recollection of Socrates, it would 

not be unreasonable to expect him to relate some of his personal or intimate expenences 

with Socrates. Yet the Memorabilia seems to be rather disappointing in this regard. The 

bulk of the work is devoted to the illustration of the various ways Socrates benefitted his 

companions by dispensing practical advice or moral counsel to them. Most of the 

episodes recounted are in the form of a dialogue which usually takes place in a public 

place. There is only one dialogue which features Xenophon as Socrates' interlocutor, and 

that exchange occurs in the presence of Critobulus. In other words, there is no report of a 

private conversation between Xenophon and Socrates. 

The seemingly casual reporting of apparently mundane conversations between 

Socrates and his companions is perhaps largely responsible for the view that Xenophon's 

account of Socrates is altogether superficial, if not positively misleading. Various 

commentators have suggested that the text should be read in terms of its apologetic 

intention. A.E. Taylor, for instance, has argued that it would be in Xenophon's interest 



"to suppress as far as he can, any feature in the character of his hero which is original, 

and therefore, disconcerting to a du11 and conventionally-minded reader.'" Although the 

emorabilia may be govemed by an apologetic intention, this does not necessarily h p l y  

that it was written to appeal only to a duIl and conventionally-minded reader. According 

to Xenophon, the sophist Hippias once remarked disparagingly that Socrates was always 

saying the same things on the same subjects (4:4:6). To the sophist, Socrates appeared 

rather tiresome and pedantic in his persistent efforts to clarify the conventional 

understanding of morality and vimie. The clever and unconventionally-minded sophist, it 

seems, regarded Socrates in much the same way as Xenophon's critics regard his account 

of Socrates. 

Although there seems to be a serious discrepancy between the seemingly 

pedestrian accounts of Socrates and the view that the Jblemorabilia is intended to convey 

Xenophon's memorable expenences of Socrates, this discrepancy poses a problern only 

on the assumption that Xenophon's experiences must be intimate in nature, or manifestly 

* - 
philosophical as  opposed to beicg practical or moral. But in the case of the Memorabilia, 

those important, formative experiences do not necessarily have to be either intimate or 

philosophical in nature. 

According to Xenophon, Socrates spent most of his time conversing in public. 

For someone so exposed to public scmtiny, it would surely be imprudent for him to 

express his thoughts openly without consideration for his own safety. If, moreover, 

Socrates' "original" ideas were also disconcerting to the average citizens, then it would 

seem only sensible for him to dress them up in conventional terms. For this reason 



Socrates' public discounes would not immediately strike the casual observer as  being 

original or boldly unconventional. Like Hippias, the casual observer would most likely 

mistake Socrates' discourses as du11 and conventional. 

To the carefûl observer, on the other hand, Socrates' facility with speech, and in 

particular his ability to shape arguments and to command assent, could very well arouse 

an initial interest in Socrates' rhetorical skills (1 :2: 14 and 4:6: 15). An appreciation of 

Socrates' rhetoric may be the necessary condition for the understanding of Socrates' 

tea~hing.~' The appreciation of Socrates' rhetoric would be conveniently and effectively 

gained diiough the constant observation of, and thoughtful reflection on, Socrates' 

practice in public. Over tirne, one's understanding of Socrates can be tested against one's 

ability to re-enact or to re-constnict the essentiai elements of Socrates' public discourses. 

This would go beyond a mere regurgitation of what Socrates said as it would involve a 

certain sensitivity to the manifold ways in which Socrates shaped his conversations to 

accommodate the interests, temperament and intellectual capacities of his interlocutors. 

An understanding of Socrates would entail an understanding of the different types 

of individuals he conversed with. The more one understands Socrates the better one is 

able to re-present Socrates' mode of self-presentation, and to re-create the social context 

in which that self-presentation takes shape. The Memorabilir\ rnay well reflect such an 

understanding of Socrates' public or civic life. And only through the close study of the 

text cm we firrnly establish whether Xenophon's recollections of Socrates are tmly 

worthy of the importance he attached to them. 



V. The organisation of the dissertation 

i) Xenophon's defense of Socrates 

The first two chapters of the Memorabilia are devoted to Xenophon's refutation of 

the charges against Socrates. Apart from responding to the fomal indictrnent of 

Socrates, Xenophon's refiitation also covers a number of new and specific charges made 

by an unnamed accuser. An awareness of these various accusations is indispensable to 

the analysis of Socrates' interaction with his companions. The examination of 

Xenophon's defense will not only help to familiarise us with his rhetorical mode of 

argumentation, but it will aiso allow us to assess the extent to which he succeeds in 

refùting the accusations made against Socrates. Furthemore, since much of Xenophon's 

defense presupposes some knowledge of Socrates, we can draw on the defense to derive 

an initial account of Socrates. This account of Socrates can then serve as a provisional or 

tentative mode1 to test for consistency in the way Socrates is represented in the rest of the 

Memorabilia, or the recollections proper. Accordingly, chapter two of the dissertation 

will examine Xenophon's defense of Socrates. 

ii) The classification and selection of the companions 

Al1 the interlocuton in Xenophon's recollections are fiee persons. There are no 

reports of Socrates convening with slaves or mernbers of the lowest class of manual 

laboures. Even though the names of Socrates' well-known philosophical companions 

like Simrnias, Cebes and even Plato are mentioned, there are no accounts of any 

conversation between Socrates and these companions. In the course of his defense of 



Socrates in the first two chapters of the Memorabilk Xenophon relates a conversation 

between Alcibiades and Pericles, and a bnef exchange between Socrates and Critias. 

Xenophon characterises Alcibiades and Critias as the "most ambitious" of al1 the 

Athenians, but in the recollections there are no reports of Socrates conversing with either 

of these men. In other words, the recollections avoid representing the extreme human 

types, and hence they do not present the full range of possible types Socrates associated 

with. Those of the cornpanions who are represented, however, seem to constitute the 

typical set of individuals Socrates frequently encountered in public. 

The variety of individuals depicted in the recollections can be broadly divided 

into three main types. The first type consists of citizens who are chiefly concemed with 

their persona1 or pnvate affairs; the second type comprises citizens who are extremely 

public-spirited or politicaliy ambitious; and the third type is composed of foreigners or 

non-political strangers who are ofien actual or potential sophists. Although some of the 

sophists promote themselves as teachers of politics, they are generally not office-seekers 

or distinguished by their political aspirations and as such they are classified as non- 

political for the purposes of this dissertation. 

For the dissertation, we shall devote a chapter to each of the three main types and 

focus on the following representatives: 

Chapter Three: The non-political citizens: 
Anstodemus, Cnto and Critobulus. 

Chapter Four: The political citizens: 
Nicomachides, the younger Pendes and Charmides. 

Chapter Five: The non-political stranger: 
Aristippus. 



Among the non-political citizens, Aristodernus is selected partly because he is 

quite a well-known cornpanion of Socrates, but mainly because his conversation with 

Socrates is on the providence of the gods and has, therefore, a bearing on Xenophon's 

defense of Socrates' piety. Cnto and his son, Critobulus, are both long-standing fiiends 

of Socrates, and their conversations with Socrates revolve around the questions of justice 

and friendship. 

Socrates' conversations with the three political citizens illuminate the tensions 

between the city and its public-spirited citizens. Nicomachides is bitter at the city's 

decision not to elect him as a general. Although an elected general, the younger Pendes 

is nonetheless unhappy with the moral decline of the city and is pessirnistic about its 

prospects in the Pelopomesian War. Chmides is especially significant because of his 

subsequent association with the Thirty Tyrants, the oligarchie faction that overthrew the 

Athenian democracy. The conversation with Chamides sheds some light on his 

resentment of the demoz. In al1 three cases, Socrates attempts to reconcile each of the 

men to the conditions of the Athenian democracy. 

Xenophon recounts two conversations between Socrates and Aristippus. In the 

fvst conversation, Aristippus offers an alternative to the political life of the citizen. He 

tells Socrates that he prefers the life of the wandenng stranger with no political 

attachrnents. Socrates' attempt to enlighten Aristippus on the benefits of citizenship 

reveals his conception of the nature and limits of the politicai life. In the second 

conversation, Aristippus questions Socrates on the relation between the good and the 

noble. Although Aristippus is confounded by Socrates' attempt to reduce the noble to the 



good, the conversation as a whole casts doubt on the feasibility of that reduction. The 

tension between the good and the noble draws attention to the character of Socrates' 

practical teaching and raises the question whether that teaching alone fully satisfies the 

human longing for the noble. 

The classification of Socrates' companions is used both for the purpose of 

organising the dissertation and to facilitate the selection of the companions. The 

selection of the particular interlocuton is also partly determined by their relevance to the 

problerns and issues raised in section five of this chapter. It should go without saying that 

the selective examination of the dialogues in the Mernorab- will only yield general 

conclusions. While these conclusions are not in themselves sufficient, they are 

nevertheless necessary to advance in support of the view that the Mernorabilia as a whole 

reflects a thoughtfbl and coherent account of Socratic justice. 
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study of the Çvropaedia from a literary point of view, see J. Tatum, Xenophon's 
M F m o n :  On the l3ucat' 

. . ion of C m  (Princeton, 1989). 

Vivienne Gray maintains that there is a unifying moral design goveming the 
composition of the HelIeiça and this "is the sort of focus one would indeed 
expect from Xenophon the philosopher" (V. Gray, The Character of Xenwhon's 
Hellenica [Baltimore, 19891, p. 179). cf. W. Jaeger, Paideia, Vo1.2 (Oxford, 
1957), p. 1 59. 
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(Cyro~aedia, 1 :6: 1-40); and one of Cyrus' fiiends, Tigranes was educated by a 
"sophist" who suffered a similar fate as Socrates (Cyropaedia,-3 :l:38-40). On the 
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no.5 , pp.293-309; W. Weathers, "Xenophon's Politicai idealism" in The 
Classical Journal (1 954), vo1.49, no.7, pp.3 1 7-32 1 ; and Robert R. Wellman, 
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Chapter Two 

enobhon s Defense of Socrates t 

I. Introduction 

As a preliminary, it would be helpful to recall a typical criticism of Xenophon's 

defense of Socrates. According to A.E. Taylor, Xenophon's defense fails "precisely 

because it is too successfid; if Socrates had been what Xenophon wants us to believe, he 

would never have been prosecuted."' Taylor's point of view would invariably prejudice 

one's reception of the rest of the w o r a b i l i a .  But at the same tirne the criticism shows 

how important a role Xenophon's defense plays in determining one's approach to his 

recollections of Socrates. In the course of the examination of Xenophon's defense, we 

hope to show that the typical criticisrn is mistaken. Our main purpose, however, is to 

anive at an account of Socrates that would facilitate the examination of Socrates' 

conversations with his companions. 

From the very outset, Xenophon indicates that the Athenians were and continue to 

be misled by the accusations against Socrates: 

Many times 1 have wondered by what possible speeches 
those who indicted Socrates persuaded the Athenians that 
he deserved death fiom the city .( 1 : 1 : 1 ) 

. . 
In both the closing sections of the Jvlemorabilia (4:8:4-10) and the opening segment of 

n e  A ~ o l o ~ v  of Socrates to the Jury (sections 1 -9), Xenophon conveys the report that 

Socrates did not avail hirnself of ail possible legal defenses at his aial. From the accounts 

of both Plato and Xenophon, we also learn that in his actual speech before the jury 

Socrates made cornments that outraged the  then ni ans.' On the basis of these reports. it 



would be fair to assume that Socrates did not answer or resolve al1 the points of 

accusation marshalled against him at the trial. These unresolved issues would not only 

continue to compromise Socrates' reputation, but they could be used as weapons to 

undermine the place of philosophy in the city. This latter consideration lends a note of 

urgency to Xenophon's concem with those speeches that persuadeci the Athenians that 

Socrates deserved death from the city. 

The official indictment of Socrates consists of two principal charges: impiety and 

compting the Young. The impiety charge contains two parts: not believing in the gods 

acknowledged by the city and introducing other, new "daimonia" or divine things. As the 

gods are held to be guardians and benefactors of the city, to disregard them would be 

tantamount to being disloyal to the city; and to introduce new daimonia would further 

irnplicitly question the sovereignty and the authority of the city's gods.) Although the 

corruption charge is stated separately, it may not be unrelated to the impiety charge. In 

his response to the corruption charge, Xenophon will address five specific accusations 

that purport to show that Socrates led his cornpanions to subvert the political and moral 

foundations of the city. AI1 the charges against Socrates therefore concem matters of 

vital importance to the very survival of the city. 



II. Xenophon's response to the impiety charge 

Xenophon's response to the impiety charge is divided into three parts: f i t ,  he 

deals with the problem of Socrates' daimonion; next, he tums to a discussion of what 

Socrates typically said and did in the course of his daily activities; and finally, he cites 

Socrates' conduct at the trial of the generals who commanded the naval battle at 

Arginusae as compelling proof of Socrates' piety. 

i) Socrates' daimonion 

Xenophon begins by implying that he has serious doubts about the sort of 

evidence that were used by the accusers to show that Socrates did not believe in the city's 

gods. According to Xenophon, Socrates fiequently offered sacrifices both at home and at 

the public altars, and he also made no secret of his use of divination.' Apparently, 

Xenophon regards these religious practices as evidence of Socrates' piety. But in order to 

secure Socrates' defense, Xenophon has to address the problem of Socrates' daimonion. 

He is obliged to do so because Socrates was notorious for claiming that he was guided by 

it. This, Xenophon believes, was the rnost likely reason why Socrates was accused of 

introducing new daimonia. The defense of Socrates' piety would seem then to depend on 

Xenophon's response to the alleged novelty of Socrates' -onion. 

In response to the allegation, Xenophon argues that Socrates' daimonion did not 

amount to a religious innovation since it performed the sarne f i c t ion  as the other, more 

farniliar kinds of divination, that of foreteIling the fùture. In this, moreover, Socrates' 

daimonion was apparently very reliable. As evidence Xenophon refers to Socrates' 



remarkable success in counselling many of his cornpanions in accordance with the 

wamings of the daimonion. Xenophon does not tell us how Socrates himself benefitted 

from the daimonion; but he maintains that those who heeded Socrates' advice prospered, 

whereas those who did not came to regret it.' On the basis of this evidence, Xenophon 

draws the following conclusion. 

It is clear, then, that he would not have foretold these things 
unless he tnisted that he was speaking the mah. But who 
would tnist anyone in these martes other than a god? And 
ûusting in gods, how could he not believe in the existence 
of the gods? (1 : 1 

This argument clearly fails as a refbtation of the impiety charge. Just because 

Socrates' daimonion performed the same fiuiction as the other kinds of divination does 

not mean that it was not altogether something new. In any case, Socrates was not charged 

with atheisrn. And even if Socrates did believe in the existence of the gods, it dws not 

follow that he believed in that of the city's gods. 

But the flaw in the argument is so obvious that it should not be irnmediately 

presumed that Xenophon is unaware of it. Rhetorically, the argument seems intended to 

draw attention away fiom Socrates' daimonion and towards the more fiindamental 

consideration of Socrates' underlying conception of the gods. Indeed, this movement was 

more or less prefigured by a potentially contentious point Xenophon raised during his 

account of Socrates' daimonion. In his attempt to defend Socrates' reliance on the 

daimonion, Xenophon said that "the majority say that they are both encouraged and 

discouraged by the birds and by those they meet" (1 : l:4).' The many seern to believe that 

at times the gods gave them clear direction through such na-1 phenornena. 



Presumably, there would be no need on these occasions for the people to consult oracles 

or soothsayers for guidance. But this would seem to suggest that the popular opinion 

about the gods allowed the people considerable scope to decide arbitrarily what the gods 

wished them to do. 

Socrates, on the other hand, always maintained that his u n i o n  provided him 

with "signs" only (1 : 1 :4).' This implies that Socrates did not believe that the gods 

communicated directly and unequivocally with human beings. And since signs require 

interpretation, Xenophon's account of Socrates' w o n i o n  implies that Socrates' advice 

always proved to be tme only because he interpreted the signs from the daimonion 

cor~ectly.~ In other words, Socrates had to exercise his independent judgment in order to 

make sense of the signs fiom the daimonion. But by attributing his advice to the 

daimonion, Socrates apparently did not wish to draw attention to his uncanny powers of 

judgment. Through the effectiveness of his advice, however, Socrates not only 

legitimised his daims about the daimonion, but he also reinforced the credibility of his 

view of divination. Socrates' view of divination, moreover, presupposes that he had a 

distinct conception of the gods. 

If Socrates' view of divination was intended as a corrective to the popular 

understanding of divine communication, then it would seem to follow that his underlying 

conception of the gods was similarly intended as a corrective to the popular accounts of 

the gods. Thus far, however, Xenophon has spoken of Socrates' use of divination in 

relation to his daimonion. To show that Socrates' view of divination was not 

idiosyncratic, Xenophon relates another way in which Socrates benefitted his 



companions: 

He advised regarding the necessary diings that they also act 
as he held best. But conceming things whose outcornes 
were not clear, he sent them to seek divination about 
whether they should be done. And he said that those 
intending to manage households and cities nobly are in 
need of divination in addition. (1 : 1 :6-7) 

On occasion Socrates' daimonion somehow remained silent with respect to some of his 

companions. In this case, Socrates would send them to the public oracle.1° This would 

seem to indicate that Socrates' daimonion did not usurp or undermine the role of the 

public oracle. Indeed, with respect to helping his companions, Socrates' private 

daimonion and the public oracle seem to have complemented each other. By thus 

showing that Socrates' use of divination included the use of the public oracle, Xenophon 

is now in a position to generalise Socrates' view of divination. 

According to Xenophon, Socrates claimed that the practical knowledge necessary 

to the management of both household and city is available and accessible to human 

beings. Socrates also maintained that the things human beings can know by learning are 

given by the gods for them to learn; hence, these are the things human beings ought to 

l e m  (1 : 1 :9). But the possession of this practical knowledge is not suficient to assure the 

well-being of the individual. Someone may, for example, plant a field "nobly" (kaIOs) 

and yet be unable to tell who will eventually reap the h i t s  of his labour. Likewise, the 

man who is able to cornmand an army or lead a city cannot know if it is to his 

"advantage" (sumpherei, 1 : 1 :8) to do so. Knowledge of the outcome of these human 

endeavours belongs properly to the gods. For this reason it would be "crazy" to deny 



divination in the belief that such knowledge is within the realm of human judgment. On 

the other hand, it would be gravely improper or "unlawful" (athemia i : 1 :8) to consuit 

the gods on matters that are well within the individuai's capacity to know. 

By indicating the sorts of knowledge that are necessary and available to human 

beings, Socrates invariably limited the use of divination. He clearly understood that the 

individual's concem for his own well-being underlies the practice of divination. 

According to Socrates' view of divination, the nght to consult the gods about one's future 

is reserved only for those who have taken the trouble to cultivate a noble life. In this 

regard, Socrates seems to have suggested that the noble may be cultivated through the 

practice of any useful art. For example, the fanner must not only possess the art of 

f m i n g  and attend diligently to the care of his crops; but in order to provide for the 

security of his activity he should also make every effort to gain the cooperation of others. 

Hence, Socrates' view of divination appears to have been an attempt to reconcile the good 

with the noble by intensiQing and enlarging the self-interest of the individual. 

Furthemore, the habits of virtue acquired through the prudent practice of one's art may 

eventually carry over into one's public life. In terms of ruling, Socrates' underlying 

teaching implies that a good d e r  would attend to the needs of the ruled rather than to his 

own advantage (see, for example, 3:2: 1-4). The incentive for undertaking any practical 

activity in a way that is both noble and good is supplied by the belief that the gods are 

just in that they are concerned with the efforts and sacrifices the individuai makes in both 

his private and public life (2: 1 :33). 

Socrates' view of divination, therefore, presupposes a conception of the gods that 



places a premium on the independent efforts of human beings both as individuals and as 

members of a political comrnunity. Xenophon's account of it suggests that the majority 

of the believen in divination subscribe to a view of the gods that does not dispose them to 

make the necessary efforts and sacrifices to ensure the sound management of their private 

and public affain. By pointing to this deficiency, Xenophon tacitiy underlines the 

supenority of Socrates' underlying conception of the go&. Accordingly, Xenophon also 

raises the consideration of whether Socrates' own way of life conformed to his teaching of 

man's obligation to the gods. This consideration would help in part to explain why the 

subsequent parts of his response to the irnpiety charge are devoted to accounts of 

Socrates' life as a private citizen and as a public official. 

ii) Socrates' daily activities 

The ostensible reason for this discussion is to show that Socrates did not Say or do 

anything religiously improper in the course of his daily activities. Xenophon begins by 

asserting that Socrates was always in the open where he spent most of his time talking 

and anyone who wished could Iisten to what he had to say. Socrates, therefore, had 

nothing to hide; more importantly, no one ever saw him do or heard him Say anything 

impious or unholy." To support this contention, however, Xenophon turns rather 

abruptly to an account of Socrates' confrontation with the proponents of natural 

philosophy . 

According to Xenophon, Socrates "did not converse about the nature of al! things 

in the way most of the others did" (1 : 1 : 1 1 ).12 In other words, Socrates did converse about 



nature albeit in a different marner. In the present context, Xenophon suggests that one of 

the ways Socrates conversed about nature was by raising sensible objections to the 

various speculative theories of nature." But the point which Xenophon emphasizes is 

that Socrates made it a practice to criticise the conduct and motives of the proponents of 

natural philosophy. Many of them went to extremes in defending and dissemhating their 

theories. Like madmen, they embroiled themselves in heated but f i t l e s s  disputes: that is 

to Say, they lost dl sense of moderation and propriety in their enthusiasm to promote their 

new and, no doubt, ofien unsettling ideas. 

One striking instance of the grave extremes to which their enthusiasm carried 

them is reflected in the belief that nature can be mastered (1 : 1 : 15). Along with the 

encouragement of vain ambition and fdse hopes, such a belief would invariably 

undermine the fondation of religion. In this regard, Socrates' cnticisms of his 

philosophic counterparts are consistent with his objection to those who would deny 

divination on the grounds that nothing is beyond the realm of human judgment (see 

1 : 1 :9). Through this account, Xenophon traces the non-believers not o d y  to the natural 

philosophers but also to the sophists and their students. The students of the sophists are 

drawn mainly from the wealthier classes and many of them seek instruction in order to 

advance their political ambitions. Socrates was apparently concerned about the possible 

corruption of these young men. At the sarne time, his criticisrns of the sophists seem to 

suggest that with the introduction of philosophy into the city the traditional education of 

the citizen-gentleman may no longer Ve adequate. Consequently, these cnticisms point to 

the need for a new or improved civic education. This is made explicit in the immediate 



sequel. 

To underline the contrast between Socrates and most of his philosophic 

counterparts, Xenophon says that Socrates' conversations were always about "the human 

things" : 

What is pious, what is irnpious; what is noble, what is base; 
what is just, what is unjust; what is moderation, what is 
madness; what is courage, what is cowardice; what is a 
city, what is a statesman; what is d e  over human beings, 
what is a skilled d e r  of human beings, as well as the other 
thlligs, knowledge of which he believed made men into 
gentlemen, while those who are ignorant of them would 
justly be called slavish. (1 : 1 : 1 6)14 

Socrates apparentiy attached greater importance to these questions especially in relation 

to the education of the citizen-gentleman. The list enumerated by Xenophon calls 

attention to two sets of questions: the first concerning five pairs of virtues and vices, the 

second concerning politics or ruling. Against the background of the speculations about 

nature, the list gives an indication of the sorts of issues that need to be resolved- For 

example, the question of justice and injustice which occupies the central place in the first 

set of questions may be in dispute because different cities maintain different notions of 

what is just or unjust. From this perspective, the questionableness of justice is connected 

to the understanding of what the city is. For if the city is merely conventional, then it 

may be the case that its justice is similarly conventional and, hence, possibly arbitrary. 

It is rather striking that prudence, one of the cardinal virtues, is not mentioned in 

the first set of questions concerning the moral virtues. On the other hand, pmdence 

seems to be irnplied in the second set of questions through the consideration of the nature 



of the statesman and the skilled d e r  of human beings. The two individuals may be 

distinct, but they would seem to have in comrnon some knowledge or expertise in the 

practical art of mling; and prudence is implied in the art of ruling. Here it is relevant to 

recall an important part of Xenophon's previous account of Socrates' conception of the 

gods. In that account it was said that Socrates thought that the gods provided human 

beings with knowledge of the practical arts, including the a .  of the " d e r  of human 

beings" (mthr0- m, 1 : 1 :7). In the present account, however, Xenophon Ieaves 

in doubt whether Socrates thought that the gods similarly provided human beings with 

knowiedge of the moral virtues. Knowledge of the moral virtues may not be available; or 

even if it were, it may not be accessible to al1 human beings. This consideration points to 

a senous, underlying problem with the moral education of the citizen-gentleman. As 

Xenophon will show later, one of the most controversial aspects of the charge that 

Socrates compted the young revolves around the question of whether virtue can be 

taught. 

For now, it is important to note that Xenophon condudes this part of his response 

to the impiety charge by stating that what he had just disclosed about Socrates' discourses 

was not known to the juron and, by implication, to the vast majority of the Athenians 

1 : 1 : 17). Thus, contrary to the initial impression given by Xenophon, Socrates' daily 

conversations in the open clearly did not fully reflect or reveal what he said in less public 

circumstances or what he may have thought in private. Xenophon partially resolves this 

discrepancy by implying that Socrates had to exercise more discretion in his encounters 

with the proponents of natural philosophy. Socrates evidently varied his conversations to 



accommodate the ordinary citizens, on the one hand, and those among the youth who 

were attracted either to philosophy or to the sort of political education offered by the 

sophists, on the other. In each case, Xenophon shows that Socrates' conversations 

consistently reflected a concern for the religious and moral foudations of the city. Aside 

from the defense of Socrates' chic responsibility, this part of the response also brings to 

light a more complex understanding of Socrates as a citizen-philosopher. 

Xenophon's account of Socrates' cnticisms of the proponents of natural 

philosophy does not deny the possibility of philosophy. On the contrary, the account of 

Socrates' intervention tacitly underlines the important role that philosophy plays in the 

city. The presentation of Socrates' critical discourses and his abiding interest in 

conversing about the human things is in keeping with the idea of philosophy as 

essentially a quest for knowledge of the most important things. This view of philosophy 

implies that the philosopher is acutely aware of his ignorance of the most important 

things. As a result of t h ,  he is equally aware of the tnie nature and extent of the 

fundamental problems afflicting political life. The philosopher's sober appreciation of the 

city's tnie predicarnent puts him in a better position to offer the city practical but 

necessarily limited guidance in resolving these fundamental problems. 

Socrates' conception of the gods is a case in point. Nowhere in his defense of 

Socrates' piety does Xenophon assert the truth of Socrates' conception of the gods. 

Within the context of the impiety charge, however, Xenophon shows that Socrates' 

conception of the gods not only helped to clariQ the scope and limits of human action but 

was also a means to moderate the potentially destructive conflict between religion and 



philosophy. Given the troubling political implications of that conflict, Socrates' 

conception of the gods cornes to sight as a reasonable and practical response to it. In the 

final part of his defense of Socrates' piety, Xenophon will r e a h  for the sake of sound 

political practice the necessity of reforming the conventionai opinions about the gods. 

iii) Socrates' conduct at the trial of the generals 

After relating aspects of Socrates' private life that were not generally known to al1 

the Athenians, Xenophon now tums to recount an event involving Socrates which was 

known to all the Athenians. This was the event in which Socrates presided in the 

assembly and, despite threats fiom every quarter, stood M y  opposed to an illegal vote 

to try collectively the generals in command at the successful naval battle at Arginu~ae.'~ 

Xenophon says that Socrates justified his conduct on the grounds that he was bound by 

the oath of office to uphold the 1aw.l6 

In citing this episode of Socrates' life as  proof of his piety, Xenophon implies that 

the people acted impiously in demanding the illegal vote." In connection with this 

implicit indictrnent of the people, Xenophon says that Socrates differed fiom the many in 

his belief that the gods know everything including man's secret purposes (1 : 1 : 19). But 

the relevance of this remark is not imrnediately apparent. Afier dl, the events 

surrounding the trial of the generals were supposed to be known to dl. So what was 

concealed by the action of the people that prompted Xenophon to insert Socratest remark 

about the omniscience of the gods? 

A plausible answer to this may be found in the notion of collective responsibilig. 



The generds were tried together because they were held to be collectively accountable for 

the tragic fate of the shipwecked sailors. But since the generais were elected by the 

people, the logic of collective responsibility would also implicate the people. From this 

perspective, the trial constituted an illegitimate attempt by the people to absolve itself of 

al1 responsibility by placing the blarne entirely on the generals. This act of bad faith 

seems to be the hidden factor in the trial. The disavowal of responsibility in particular 

reflects the point of Socrates' criticism that the majonty of the believers in divination 

subscribe to a view of the gods that does not dispose them to assume NI responsibility 

for their pnvate and public flairs. 

By inserting Socrates' remark on the omniscience of the gods, Xenophon suggests 

that the trial directly reflected the grave political consequences of the conventional view 

of the gods. If the gods are ignorant of man's secret purposes, they would be susceptible 

to deception. It would be possible, therefore, to avoid or to escape divine sanctions. This 

possibility wodd undermine the authonty of the gods, and consequently the authority of 

law as the permanent guide to hurnan action. Xenophon's account of the trial traces the 

people's contempt for the law to its questionable understanding of the nature of the gods. 

In contrast, his account of Socrates' conduct at the trial affiirrns the necessity of 

reinforcing the rule of law by putting in place a more rational account of the gods. 

iv) Summary 

In his defense of Socrates' piety, Xenophon portrays Socrates as a cntical but 

responsible citizen. He does not deny that Socrates questioned the city's religious beliefs. 



He shows, however, that Socrates' views on divination and the gods helped, on the one 

hand, to expose fundamental deficiencies in the conventional understanding of the gods 

and one the other hand, to clarify the distinction and relation between things human and 

divine. Socrates was clearly not a subverter of piety. Indeed, his attempts to restrain the 

proponents of natural philosophy were undertaken in part to defend the city's religious 

foundation. Moreover, his intervention in the conf'iict b e ~ e e n  religion and philosophy 

was conducted with the utrnost discretion and moderation. His conduct was a reflection 

of his civic responsibility: for his opposition to the dernos at the trial of the generals 

showed that he did not fear the consequences of offending the dernocracy. Thus, 

Socrates' conduct conformed to his own tenets about man's obligation to the gods; that is 

to say, his conduct evinced both a mesure of self-reliance and a concern for the 

common-good. 

In light of the skeptical challenges brought about by natural philosophy, 

Xenophon also shows that Socrates' philosophical activities were crucial in addressing the 

need for a new civic education. But in his account of Socrates' interest in the human 

things, Xenophon points to potential difficulties in Socrates' approach to the moral 

education of the young. And so his defense of Socrates' piety anticipates the controversy 

surrounding the charges that Socrates corrupted the young. 

III. Xenophon's response to the comption charge 

Xenophon's response begins with a general refbtation of the officiai indictrnent. 

This is followed by a point by point response to five specific charges made against 



Socrates by an unnarned accuser. Following o u .  examination of the general refbtation, 

we shall treat Xenophon's nsponses to the unnamed accuser in three parts. The fim two 

charges made by the accuser fa11 together as they both relate to the allegation that 

Socrates caused his companions to be violent. The next two charges bot. concern 

Socrates' alleged role in alienating his companions from their families and niends. The 

last charge is that Socrates taught his cornpanions to become malefactors and tyrants 

through the perverse interpretation of the works of the most famous pets. 

i) The general refutation 

The generai refutation opens with the reminder to the reader not to lose sight of 

the previous considerations urged on behalf of Socrates' piety. Xenophon then proceeds 

to argue that since Socrates was so continent and inured to such an austere way of life, he 

could not have led othea into vice. On the contrary, Socrates stopped the vices of many 

"by making them desire vimie and by giving them hope that if they took care of 

themselves they would become gentlemen" (1 :2:2:). Although Xenophon goes on to 

maintain that Socrates was the mode1 of gentlemanly virtue and therefore worthy of 

imitation, his general refbtation focuses almost exclusively on Socrates' extraordinary 

continence. This is curious because continence relates mainly to the discipline of the 

bodily desires and is, at best, only a means to vimie. Ultimately, the discipline of the 

body is subordinated to, or in the service of, "the care of the soul" (1 :2:5). The care of the 

soul would seem to be an intrinsically choiceworthy but inherently self-regarding good. 

How, then, is it related to Socrates' interest in encouraging the desire for virtue among his 



companions? 

Furthemore, Socrates said that his self-control ensured bis fieedom fiom 

unnecessary obligation to othen. In this connection, he denounced the sophists for 

virtually selling themselves into bondage since they were obliged to converse with 

anyone who paid thern a fee. In addition, he deplored their practice of making money out 

of the profession of virtue on the grounds that they failed to redise that "the greatest 

profit would be the gain of a good fnend" (1 :2:7). Socrates evidently did not wish to 

converse with al1 those who sought the benefit of his conversations. His interest in 

conversing about v h e  and encouraging the desire for it, however, appears to be aimed at 

the acquisition of good fi-iends. Just as the discipline of the body is necessary to the care 

of the soul, perhaps good fnends are similarly necessary a s  partners or helpers in the 

quest for virtue. That being the case, the care of the sou1 would require the cultivation of 

friendship. At any rate, Xenophon says that Socrates was confident that those of his 

companions who accepted what he himself approved of would always be good fnends 

both to him and to one another (1 :2:8). 

While extolling Socrates as a mode1 of virtue and a good fiîend, Xenophon does 

not explain how Socrates inspired his companions with the desire for virtue. In this 

regard, he is especially emphatic in pointing out that Socrates never professed to be a 

teacher of virtue (1 :2:3 and 8). This, of course, does not mean that Socrates did not teach. 

Here, Xenophon's reluctance to address Socrates' teachings may be connected with the 

ambiguous and possibly controversial character of Socrates' approach to the question of 

virtue. But since it is evidently not Xenophon's intention to deny that Socrates taught, it 



is fair to assume that the main purpose of the general refutation is to frame the context 

within which to discuss Socrates' teachïngs: that is, to establish that whatever Socrates 

may have taught must be considered in the light of his intention to inspire his companions 

with the desire for virtue. 

ii) Socrates as a teacher of politics 

This section will examine the first two charges made against Socrates by the 

unnamed acc~ser . '~  The first charge is that Svcrates led his companions to despise the 

established laws, above al1 by calling into question the democratic practice of appointing 

the rulers by lot, and that in so doing Socrates made his companions violent (1 :2:9). The 

second charge expands on the first by accusing Socrates of responsibility for the grave 

misdeeds of two of his known associates, Critias and Alcibiades. According to the 

accuser, the two caused the greatest evil to the city. Critias was "the most rapacious, the 

most violent, and the most murderous under the oligarchy", and Alcibiades was "the rnost 

licentious, the most insolent, and the most violent under the democracy" (1 :2: 12). 

In his response to the first charge, Xenophon only denies that Socrates caused his 

companions to be violent. While conceding the point that Socrates cnticised the 

democratic regime, Xenophon insists that Socrates relied on and advocated the use of 

persuasion to encourage political reform. In reply to the second charge, Xenophon goes 

to great length to explain the nature of Critias and Alcibiades' relationship with Socrates. 

He begins by noting that the two men were by nature "the most honour-loving" of al1 the 

Athenians. They were attracted to Socrates because they saw that in his speeches 



Socrates "could manage d l  his interlocutors in any manner he wished" (1 :2: 14). By 

consorting with Socrates, Xenophon says, they thought they would excel both in speaking 

and in doing. In short, they attached themselves to Socrates for the sake of a political 

education. 

In his initial account, Xenophon leaves no doubt that Critias and Aicibiades were 

not in the least attracted to Socrates' continence or his austere way of life. But since the 

political ambitions of both men should have been apparent to Socrates, the question 

naturdly &ses whether Socrates took any steps to prepare them for an education in 

politics. Xenophon responds to this concem by taking it upon himself to mise two 

objections to Socrates' approach to the question of virtue. The first objection is that 

Socrates should have taught (didaskein, 1 :2: 17) his companions moderation before 

teaching them politics. In response, Xenophon maintains that Socrates did prepare his 

companions by showing them that he himself was a true gentleman and by conversing 

most nobly about virtue and the other human things (1 :2: 18). Socrates, then, did not 

provide forma1 instruction in virtue. This point recalls Xenophon's previous contention 

that Socrates never professed to be a teacher of virtue. 

From his response to the first objection it can be reasonably inferred that 

Xenophon agrees with the view implied in Socrates' disavowal of teaching that virtue 

cannot simply be taught or acquired. The second objection, however, pursues the point 

about teaching by claiming that a just man, for example, can never be unjust, since no one 

having learned anything cm ever become ig~orant of it. In eflect, the objection implies 

that knowledge is sufficient for virtue. Moreover, it presupposes that knowledge of virtue 



is both available and teachable. But by attributing this objection to "many of those who 

claim to philosophise" (1 :2: 19), Xenophon makes it clear that it is based on an 

unconventional and perhaps even sophistical way of thinl~ing.'~ 

To counteract the second objection, Xenophon advances in his own narne an 

argument that appeais to the conventional understanding of virtue as based on habit. 

Accordingiy, he maintains that vimie is acquired through rigorous discipline and 

sustained not only by constant practice, but also by conscientious efforts to avoid every 

temptation to vice. Virtue, on this view, can be lost through neglect or fiequent exposure 

to vice. Furthemore, the neglect of Wtue leads to a kind of forgetfûlness. 

And when someone forgets the speeches that admonish, he 
has forgotten also what the soul expenenced when it 
desired moderation. As he has forgotten this, it is no 
wonder that he forgets moderation as well. (1 :2:2 1) 

The discipline of vimie is fostered and facilitated by speeches that are designed to inspire 

the sou1 with the desire for virtue. Through this argument, Xenophon indicates that he 

associates Socrates' approach to the cultivation of virtue with the production of these 

formative experiences of the soul. For his immediate purposes, however, the argument is 

used to show that Critias and Alcibiades only became corrupted after they lefi Socrates 

and consorted with people who were only too willing to indulge their every passion.20 

According to Xenophon, both Critias and Alcibiades were moderate so long as 

they remained with Socrates. They had in Socrates an ally who could help them 

overcome their ignoble desires. As an example, Xenophon recounts an incident in which 

Socrates publicly rebuked Critias for his amorous advances to a young man (1 :2:29-30)." 



More significantly, Xenophon says that both Critias and Alcibiades resented king cross- 

examined about their erron by Socrates (1 :2:47). Evidently, they did not relish having 

their ignorance exposed but, by the same token, they were compelled to recognise and 

confiont their limitations and deficiencies. 

An awareness of one's ignorance would seem to be the appropnate starting point 

for the quest for virtue. But it is one thing to inspire a desire for virtue, quite another to 

sustain the pursuit of virtue. A life characterised by the quest for virtue is not, strictly 

speaking, virtuous. It is, at best, only provisionally so. Without a nmi foundation in 

knowledge, such a life wodd be vulnerable to countervailing influences. Socrates' 

limited success with Critias and Alcibiades points to the difficulty of insulating the most 

ambitious citizens fiom the seduction and corruption of political life (1 :2:24). 

Through his account of Critias and Alcibiades, Xenophon articulates his 

perspective on the role that Socrates' political or practical education played within the 

context of his informal education to virtue. Xenophon does not deny that the teaching of 

virtue ought to precede the teaching of politics. Yet he is acutely aware that the teaching 

of vimie is problematic. He, therefore, offers Socrates' approach to the cultivation of 

virtue as a more sensible and practical alternative. In his education of the citizen, 

Socrates reversed the order of prionty. His political and practical discourses served as 

means to attract his companions to the higher pursuit of virtue. Along with his monitions 

and cross-examinations, Socrates sought to arouse in his companions an awareness of 

their ignorance. By such means Socrates hoped not only to moderate his companions, but 

also to inspire h e m  with the desire for virtue. 



Xenophon concludes the account of Socrates' approach to the cultivation of Wtue 

by contrasting Critias and Alcibiades with the true associates of Socrates. These were 

men who consorted with Socrates in order that they might become gentlemen able to 

make noble use of house and household, relatives and &ends, city and citizens (1 :2:48). 

Socrates' true associates are characterised by their endeavours to stnke an even balance 

between their pnvate and public lives. According to Xenophon, none of these men ever 

caused any evil or incurred any blame in his lifetime. 

Arnong the tnie associates were individuals like Crito, a wealthy and respectable 

country gentleman; Chaerophon, a noted democrat; and Hennogenes, a poor but 

exceptionally pious person. Xenophon also mentions the names of Sirnmias, Cebes and 

Phaedondas, al1 of whom were foreigners and students of ph i losoph~.~  Through this list 

Xenophon indicates Socrates' wide-ranging appeal and his ability to relate to vastly 

disparate individuals. Socrates' success with his tme associates points to the possibility 

of cultivating a class of gentlemen which could potentially moderate the conflict between 

the democrats and the oligarchs. By moderating the competing claims of the dominant 

factions, this class may indirectly restrain the ambitions of individuals like Critias and 

Alcibiades. 

iii) Socrates' wisdom 

In his response to the next set of charges, Xenophon does not deny the central 

point that Socrates led his companions to believe that there was no one wiser and more 

helpful than he (1 :2:52). But the accuser adds that Socrates caused his companions to 



treat their fathers with contempt and to disparage their family and fiiends. What is 

striking about Xenophon's subsequent response is that he makes IittIe effort to rebut these 

additional charges. One is left with the distinct impression that Socrates tolerated a 

certain degree of recalcitrance towards patemai authority and the conventional noms of 

kinship and amity. As a result, there appears to be a discrepancy between this implicit 

charactensation of Socrates' companions and the previous account of Socrates' tnie 

associates as gentlemen who sought to make noble use of family, fiiends and fellow 

citizens. 

To resolve this discrepancy, one rnight f ist  examine the only point of dispute 

between Xenophon and the accuser. As evidence of the charge that Socrates subverted 

patemal authority, the accuser claims that Socrates made use of a law that allowed a son 

to confine his father who has been convicted of insanity as  proof that it was lawfûl for the 

vriser to confine the more ignorant (1 :2:49). Xenophon denies this by claiming that while 

Socrates thought it expedient to confine a madman, he aiso held that those who are 

ignorant of what they ought to know deserve to Iearn fiom those who know. At first 

glance, the distinction between ignorance and madness does not appear relevant to the 

problem of the companions' attitude towards their fathers. On M e r  reflection, 

however, the distinction proves to be quite helpful in clarifj4ng the problern. 

Both the companions and their fathen are, in a sense, ignorant. As students of 

Socrates, however, the companions are more likely to be aware of their ignorance. 

Conversely, lacking the benefit of a Socratic education, their fathers are more likely to be 

ignorant of their ignorance. This characterisation of the fathers may be extended to 



include rnembers of the larger community. In ternis of the potential to cause h m  to 

thernselves and to others without intending to do so, those who are ignorant of their 

ignorance are not significantly different from macimen." By way of an analogy, Socrates 

said that because each man loves his body most of al1 he willingly removes, and even 

allows another to remove, from his body whatever is useless or hamiful(1:2:54). In other 

words, it was for the sake of the good of his companions that Socrates liberated them 

fiom the uncritical acceptance of paternal authority as well as the prevailing noms  of the 

community. 

Socrates' remark on the body also implies that each man cares most about his own 

well-being, and that hurnan relations are partly govemed by utilitarian considerations. 

Since human beings are inclined to make use of one another, the crucial question is 

whether they would do so in mutually beneficial ways. To be tmly usehl to one another, 

each man would need to know what is good for hirnself. Socrates was most helpful in 

this particular regard because he knew "the needfûl things" (@ deonta, 1 :2:52) and could 

explain them. So, for example, he taught his companions that although each man loves 

his body most of d l ,  the body is useless without prudence (phronèsis, 1 :2:53). By 

appeaiing to their self-interest, Socrates thus led his companions to the cultivation of 

prudence. 

According to Xenophon, Socrates made these remarks so as to encourage his 

companions to be as sensible and useful as possible. Therefore, it was not Socrates' 

intention to aiienate his companions fiom their fmilies and fiiends. Yet, as Xenophon 

indicates, Socrates' education did arouse considerable resentment in or among various 



elements of the city. For Socrates did in fact cause his companions to question the 

conventional views of kinship, fiiendship and citizenship. By so doing, however, he 

helped to insulate them fiom the unreasonable demands of the cornrnunity, and to prepare 

them to re-establish their ties to it on a more rational basis. 

iv) Socrates' civic virtue 

The fiflh and final charge seems to draw on elements of the previous charges to 

accuse Socrates of k i n g  a teacher of violent, iconoclastie self-assertion. For the accuser 

now States that Socrates selected fiom the most famous poets the most pemicious 

passages and used them as authorities in teaching his companions to be "malefactors and 

tyrants" (1 :2:56). To substantiate this, the accuser offen Socrates' alleged intepetaiion 

of a verse fiom Hesiod and a passage fiom Homer. 

The verse from Hesiod reads: "Work is no disgrace, but idleness is a disgrace."" 

Socrates is charged with interpreting this as an injunction to refrain from no work 

however unjust or shamefûl but to do anything for gain. Xenophon responds by asserting 

that Socrates understood work to mean any activity that is beneficial and good. But an 

activity such as gambling that is base and leads to loss, Socnites considered idle. As a 

response, this account of Socrates' conception of work is not fblly satisfactory. One who 

gains a profit fiom gambling or any other illicit activity would not be regarded as idle. 

Moreover, the Socratic conception of work leaves open to question whether what is 

beneficial and good is also just. The underlying reason for this response becomes clearer, 

however, in Xenophon's reply to the accuser's account of Socrates' use of the Homeric 



passage. 

The Homeric passage shows how Odysseus treated "a regd and eminent man" 

differently fiom "a man of the people" (1 :2:58). The former was treated respectnilly , 

whereas the latter was treated rather harshly. According to the accuser, Socrates 

" fiequently " quoted this passage and used it as a justification to chastise the cornmon and 

poor folk. Xenophon denies this and asserts that what Socrates said with respect to it was 

that: 

... the one who should be checked by every means, even if 
they happen to be rich, are those who are not beneficial 
either in speech or in deed, nor competent to bring aid if it 
should be needed either to army or to city or even to the 
demos itself. (1 :2:59) 

By this critena one cannot simply disregard the potential utility of those who are 

normally engaged in activities that are morally questionable. A good thief, for example, 

may be useful to the city in a time of war. 

This reply brings into sharper relief the implicit tension between the accuser's 

concem for justice and Socrates' view of the good understood in ternis of what is usefil 

or beneficial. While legitimate, the accuser's concem for justice does not adequately 

consider the possibility that in a time of crisis the city may have to defend itself by means 

that would not normally be regarded as just. Socrates' utilitanan conception of work 

involves a politicaI perspective that transcends the boundaries of justice. This does not 

necessarily mean that justice should be sacrificed to mere utility. But Xenophon seems to 

suggest that Socrates thought that in times of need the city's concem for justice may have 

to be subordinated to considerations of the good. 



Since a man's wocth is judged in ternis of his usefulness to the city, Xenophon 

says in closing that Socrates was d e s e ~ n g  of great honour nom the city. For Socrates 

showed himself to be "a man of the people" and "a philanthropist" by fieely dispensing 

the greatest service to d l  who cared to receive him and, above dl ,  he always made his 

cornpanions better men before he departed fiom them. This depiction of Socrates seems 

so exaggerated that it is most likely articuiated with a view to overcome any lingering 

doubts about Xenophon's response to the final charge against Socrates. The exaggeration 

is evident once it is recalled that Socrates did not wish to converse with al1 who sought 

his conversation (see 1 :2:6). The doubts surrounding Xenophon's response are probably 

related to his own attempt to play down the senoumess of the final charge by ûuncating 

what the accuser may have said in reference to Socratest use of the Homeric passage. For 

in his reproduction of the accuser's citation of that passage, Xenophon apparently omitted 

the following line: "... not good is the d e  of the many, one should be d e r ,  one should 

be king? The additional information provided by this line suggests that the accuser 

may have onginally intended to connect Socrates' alleged rejection of democracy to his 

alleged preference for the d e  of one man. 

From the democratic point of view, Socrates' alleged preference for the rule of one 

man could easily be misconstrued as an endonement of tyranny. Conversely, 

Xenophon's closing account of Socrates' unstinting beneficence could be taken as a tacit 

refiitation of that allegation. Nonetheless, the problem of Socrates' frequent use of that 

Homenc passage remains unresolved. Moreover, Xenophon's account of Socrates' 

utilitarian teaching lends support to the notion of one man rule. For, in principle, the 



individual who is most able and willing to make the greatest contribution to the city 

would be most deserving of mling the city. Perhaps Socrates' use of the Homeric passage 

was intended only as an illustration of what it means to d e  well. Like a king, a good 

d e r  should be distinguished by his  knowledge as well as his willingness to benefit the 

mled (see, for exarnple, 3:2: 1-4). Seen in this light, Xenophon's account of Socrates' 

beneficence appears as a vindication of the practical outcome of this teaching on d i n g .  

By charactensing Socrates as a man of the people and one who was able and willing to 

benefit o h ,  Xenophon upholds Socrates' example as a practical standard to evaluate an 

individual's capacity and fitness to d e .  In the context of democratic politics, Socrates' 

exarnple and his teachings may then be seen as an attempt to make his cornpanions more 

deserving of the right to participate in ruling the city. 

IV. Conclusion 

The exarnination of Xenophon's defense shows that Xenophon does not portray 

Socrates in such a way as to render him "not only innocent but also altogether 

inno~uous."~~ Nor does Xenophon compromise his defense by inadvertent but darnaging 

references to Socrates' philosophicai activities." The examination of the defense shows 

that one of Xenophon's chief aims is to articulate Socrates' complex role as a cntical but 

responsible citizen-philosopher. For this reason, Xenophon does not deny that Socrates 

questioned the traditionai and authoritative opinions of the city. But by clarifying 

Socrates' situation, Xenophon shows that Socrates' intervention was guided in part by the 

need to moderate the conflicts arnong the prominent factions within the city. 



As Xenophon is clearly aware of the potentially subversive implications of 

Socrates' criticd discourses, his defense refrains fiom championing the cause of Socrates' 

philosophical way of life. Nonetheless, his discreet references to Socrates' philosophical 

activities are necessary to his clarification of Socrates' situation. By discloshg Socrates' 

criticisms of the proponents of naturai philosophy, Xenophon reveais that Socrates had a 

distinct conception of the limits of human knowledge. Through his reference to Socrates' 

constant preoccupation with the fiuidarnental questions of political life, Xenophon 

indicates that Socrates doubted whether the knowledge of virtue was available or 

accessible to the vast majority of human beings. This understanding of Socrates helps to 

explain why Socrates consisiently and emphatically disavowed being a teacher of vimie. 

More importantiy, it shows that Socrates' awareness of the prob!em of virtue both 

informed and circumscribed his role in the city. 

The infamous trial of the generds and the extrerne expression of partisan politics 

epitomised by Critias and Alcibiades testifi to the extent of the disorder and moral 

confusion afflicting the city. In recounting Socrates' failure to dissuade the dernos during 

the trial of the generais and his limited success in moderating Critias and Alcibiades, 

Xenophon brings to light the practical limits of philosophy to offer a comprehensive 

solution to the fundamental problems of political Iife. In view of these limitations, 

Xenophon's defense of Socrates calls attention to Socrates' relative success with his true 

associates. Socrates' true associates, or those among his cornpanions who accepted what 

he himself approved of, point to the practical possibility of cultivating a class of 

gentlemen that could potentially mediate and hence moderate the dangerous conflict 



between the democratic and oligarchie factions in the city. By moderating the claims of 

the competing factions, these gentlemen would in effect be contributing to the city's need 

for a practical resolution to the problem of virtue. 

In defending Socrates' relationship with his companions, Xenophon says that 

Socrates' intention was to foster the spirit of fiiendship based on gentlemanliness. In this 

regard, Xenophon extols Socrates as the mode1 of gentlemanly v h e .  Yet in so doing 

Xenophon leaves no doubt that in practice the standard of human excellence wouid have 

to be set much lower with respect to the companions. Socrates' exemplary conduct was 

based in part on his extraordinary continence. But as the account of Critias and 

Alcibiades shows, Socrates' continence, while admirable, was not regarded as the moa 

attractive feature of Socrates' life. Socrates' companions were drawn instead to his 

practical wisdom as they stood to benefit directly fiom it. 

Given the self-interest of the companions, Xenophon shows that Socrates 

consciously made use of his practicai wisdom to inspire his companions with the desire 

for virtue or self-cultivation. Through a combination of methods, Socrates led his 

companions to take a more serious interest in the improvement of their personal or private 

affairs. By appeding to their self-interest, Socrates not only encouraged them to cultivate 

prudence, but he also led them to redise the necessity of cooperation. In order to secure 

the services of others, one has to render oneself usehl to others; and in order to be useful, 

one has to acquire the knowledge necessary to the management of househoid and city. 

Socrates' practical or utilitarian teaching thus played a crucial role in the civic education 

of his companions. The political implications of this teaching are evident from 



Xenophon's account of Socrates' attempts to liberate his companions from the uncritical 

attachent to the conventional bonds of family, amity, and citizenship. 

Xenophon's presentation of Socrates' utilitarian teaching implicitly mises the 

question of Socrates' underlying interest in the fkiendship of his companions. AIthough 

Xenophon constantly stresses Socrates' beneficence, he nevertheless makes it known that 

Socrates did not wish to converse with al1 who sought the benefit of his conversations. 

Moreover, Socrates himself declared that his continence freed him fiom unnecessary 

obligation to othea. This suggests that there is an underlying element of necessity 

goveming Socrates' interest in the cdtivation of friendship. Socrates no doubt had a 

persona1 interest in protecting his philosophical way of life. But as the account of his 

intervention in the conflict between religion and philosophy indicates, Socrates acted in 

part to preserve the place of philosophy in the city. Therefore, it is fair to assume that 

Socrates' interest in fiendship was also intended as a service to the cause of philosophy. 

As many of Socrates' true associates were not philosophically inclined, this would seem 

to suggest that the fi-iendship of the non-philosophic gentleman may be necessary to the 

preservation of philosophy in the city. 

On the basis of the preceding considerations, it should be clear that Xenophon's 

defense is an indispensable guide to the appreciation of his recollections of Socrates' 

interaction with his companions. Without the information supplied by the defense, it 

would be dificult, if not impossible, to explain why Xenophon deliberately refiains fiom 

including in his recollections any Socratic conversation with an extremely ambitious 

political individual. Xenophon's defense not only explains the importance he attaches to 



Socrates' conversations with the ordinary citizens but it also cails our attention to the 

particular significance of Socrates' individual interlocutors. Each of Socrates' 

interlocutors may embody or express a dimension of the politicai or moral problems 

outlined in the defense; consequentiy, each of the Socratic conversations may reflect an 

aspect of Socrates' attempt at a practical resolution of those problems. In this comection, 

the defense dso alerts us to the underlying political implications of Socrates' practical or 

seemingly mundane discourses. Last but not least, Xenophon's defense leads us to 

consider each of the Socratic dialogues as a part of Socrates' efforts to reconcile his 

private, philosophical pursuits with the duties and responsibilities of good citizenship. 
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Chapter Three 

he Non -Poli tical Citnens: 
O O ristodemus. Cnto and Critobulus 

1. Introduction 

The non-politicai citizens comprise the rnajority of Socrates' companions in the 

. . emorabilia. These companions are non-political in the sense that they are not 

politicdly-ambltious. Most of them are in fact depicted as k i n g  mainly preoccupied 

with their personai or private affain. In general, they seem to be decent, law-abiding 

citizens. But in rnany cases the Memorabilia shows that they are ignorant of the extent to 

which their activities may af5ect the well-being of other citizens. Stated differently, the 

non-politicai citizens often do not seem aware of the political context in which they 

pursue their pnvate activities. In this chapter, we shall examine Socrates' interaction with 

three significant representatives of the non-political citizens: Aristodemus, Cnto and 

Cntobulus. 

Among the non-political citizens, Aristodemus is exceptional for his almost 

reckless disregard for the potentially hamifui consequences of his public behavior. The 

conversation with Aristodemus occurs shorîly &er Socrates has discovered that 

Aristodemus openly rnocks those who are engaged in religious sacrifices and divination.' 

Anstodemus appears then to be a rather vain and foolish fellow. While he obviously 

lacks moderation, it is not immediately clear why Socrates is interested in someone like 

him. Yet Xenophon indicates that Aristodemus is one of Socrates' constant companions. 



Moreover, this is the same Aristodemus who is credited with the report of the 

proceedings recounted in Plato's m s h .  This would seem to suggest that 

Aristodemus was regarded as a fairly d iab le  witness and transmitter of Socrates' 

speeches and teaching. Plato also describes him as an ardent lover and fanaticai follower 

of Soc~ates.~ Hence, in spite of his apparent foolishness, Aristodemus seems to have been 

a signi ficant member of the Socratic circle. In the Mernorabik however, Aristodemus is 

not depicted as an ardent lover or fanatical follower of Socrates. It is moa likely that the 

conversation Xenophon reports took place before Aristodemus' conversion. But as the 

. . Memorabilia provides the only extended account of Anstodemus, it may shed some light 

both on Socrates' interest in cultivating the fiiendship of Aristodemus and on the latter's 

subsequent attachment to Socrates. 

Although Socrates' relationship with Aristodemus is somewhat ambiguous, his 

relation to Cnto and Cntobulus seems more clearly defined. Both father and son are 

long-standing associates of Socrates. Al1 three of them, moreover, come fiom the same 

deme or township. Crito and Critobulus also appear in some of Plato's dialogues, one of 

which is in fact named &er Crito. From Plato, we leam that Crito was the only 

cornpanion present when Socrates gave parting instructions to his family and was also 

charged with the responsibility of attending to Socrates' final request3 Crito was 

apparently entxusted with the care of Socrates' family &airs. Cntobulus enjoys a certain 

pnde of place in Xenophon's Socratic works: he appean in three of the four Socratic 

works. In addition to his significant appearances in the M e m o r a m  Critobulus is also 

featured prominently in the and the Oeconornicus. The Oeconomicus in 



particular is ostensibly devoted to Socrates' attempt to teach Cntobulus the art of 

household management. 

It so happens that Socrates' conversations with both Crito and Critobulus concern 

the subject of fiiendship. In the conversation with Cntobulus, Socrates devotes his 

attention to Critobulus' dificulties in acquinng the fnendship of gentlemen. In Crito's 

case? Socrates goes out of his way to help Crito gain the friendship of a tmstworthy 

business partner. What is most striking in both w e s  is that Socrates, who is clearly 

depicted as a fiend and a teacher, is acknowledged by neither father nor son as the most 

desirable sort of fiiend. Their relationship with Socmtes seems to reflect Socrates' 

utilitarian teaching on niendship. Should this prove to be the case, the examination of 

Socrates' interaction with Cnto and Critobulus could contribute to the understanding of 

Socrates' attitude to his cornpanions in generai. 

II. Aristodemus 

i) Xenophon's preface 

Xenophon's recollection of Socrates' conversation with Aristodemus is preceded 

by some prefatory remarks. He begins by revealing that there were "some written and 

spoken criticisms" of Socrates that have led some people to believe that although Socrates 

was most excellent at exhorting human beings to vimie, he was nevertheless incornpetent 

in leading hem to it (1 :4: 1).4 These criticisms allude to the problem, noted in 

Xenophon's defense, underlying Socrates' consistent disavowal of being a teacher of 

virtue (see 1 :2:3 and 8). 



In his response to these criticisms, Xenophon proposes that Socrates be judged 

according to his ability to make his companions "better" (bstious). Xenophon admits 

that Socrates did not lead his companions to virtue. But to make a person better or to 

improve him in some respects is surely more than merely exhorting him to virtue. 

Xenophon thus indicates that there is a middle ground between virtue and vice, and that 

Socrates should be judged according to the standard implied in it. 

To facilitate this judgment, Xenophon invites us to examine "not ody  what he 

asked in refbting those who thought they knew everything, in order to chasten them, but 

also what he passed his day saying to those who spent time with him" (1 :4: 1). By callùig 

attention to these specific features of Socrates' discourses, Xenophon suggests that the 

conversation with Aristodemus combines Socrates' mord exhortations and cross- 

examinations in a way that is appropriate to Aristodemus' situation and to the public 

nature of the conversation. Since the conversation discusses the question of the gods, the 

reference to the public character of Socrates' daily conversations tells us that we should 

not overlook the various constraints on Socrates' articulation of his views on the gods. 

Furthemore, Xenophon indicates that Aristodemus should be regarded as a constant 

cornpanion who had a rather high opinion of himself. But it should be recalled that 

Socrates did not wish to converse with al1 those who sought the benefit of his 

conversation (see 1 :2:6). So even though Aristodemus was a constant cornpanion, this 

qualification alone does not imply that he was a regular or favoured conversational 

partner. The opening remarks of the conversation indicate that Socrates' interest in 

conversing with Aristodemus was directly related to the recent discovery of the latter's 



imprudent behavior. 

ii) Aristodemus' conduct and character 

Socrates initiates the conversation with Aristodemus after havhg observed that 

Aristodemus not only did not offer sacrifices or make use of divination but even ridicuied 

those who did.' Aristodemus behaves as though he knows better than those who woehip 

the gods and consult the oracles. He outwardly resembles those who think they know 

everything. Furthemore, his actions imply that he is rather eager to display his 

knowledge. But his open contempt of the practices of the believers must have been quite 

alaxming, even though it appears that his behaviour was tolerated to some extent. For this 

reason, Socrates' intervention at this point may have been timely and intended to prevent 

Aristodemus from foolishly but seriously endangering himself. 

Xenophon introduces this conversation as one which deals specifically with "the 

divine" (m daimoniou, 1 :4: l), thereby indicating that it bears a relation to the question 

of Socrates' piety or his teaching on piety. Xenophon thus implies that Socrates made use 

of Aristodemus' doubts about the gods to discuss this sensitive topic. Anstodemus' 

behaviour is evidently impious, but the immediate problem has to do with his apparent 

lack of prudence and moderation. As Anstodemus' behaviour clearly suggests a certain 

intellectual conceit, it is altogether appropriate for Socrates to begin the conversation by 

asking Aristodemus whether he admires any human being for "wisdom" (a). To his 

credit, Aristodemus' reply indicates that his conceit is based on his appreciation of the 

serious arts. 



There are a nurnber of exceptional men whom Axistodemus regards as wise: in 

epic poetry, Homer cornes first in his estimation; in dithyrarnb, it is Melanippides; in 

tragedy, Sophocles; in sculpture, Polycleitus; and in painting, Zeuxis. Aristodemus is 

clearly a lover of the arts, and each of his heroes excels in a particular art. This suggests 

that he does not believe in the simply wise man or that wisdom consists in knowledge of 

the whole. His list, moreover, indicates that he is particularly attracted to the production 

of beautiful (or noble) works of art, and that he takes pnde in his judgment of their 

excellence. 

It is perhaps signifiant that Homer is mentioned first in his list. Homer is one of 

the principal sources for the conventional beliefs about the gods. Aristodemus' impious 

behaviour implies that he doubts the veracity of the Homeric accounts of the gods. That 

is to Say, either the gods do not exist or they do not exist in the way that are depicted in 

Homer's epics. Even if they do exist, Aristodemus apparently believes that they neither 

demand sacrifices nor respond to supplicants. 

Aristodemus' implicit rejection of providential gods is perhaps related to his 

admiration of Sophocles, the tragic p e t  who is mentioned in the center of his list. 

Aristodemus may be predisposed to a tragic point of view. This would help to explain 

the absence of any comic poet fiom bis list of wise human beings. Along with his pride 

in his own judgment, Aristodemus' impiety would seem to suggest a view of the world in 

which man is abandoned to stniggle on his own against the forces around him. In this 

regard, it is worthwhile noting that Anstodemus is also nicknamed "the Small" or "the 

Dwarft (rpn mikron, 1 :4:2).6 Physically, he is not well-endowed by nature. Aristodemus 



may have regarded his physical deformity as evidence of the indifference of nature. His 

deformity rnay have contributed to the belief that what is by nature is imperfect, and 

consequently human ingenuity is required to correct or to offset the defects of nature. If 

so. his admiration for the poets and artists may well reflect a desire to transcend the 

limitations of nature. 

Aristodernus' tragic point of view would also seem to preclude the possibility of 

good and permanent laws rooted in some conception of nature or the divine. This might 

explain why he does not consider any legislator or philosopher as among the wise. We 

are thus led to suspect that even though Aristodemus is a cornpanion of Socrates, he is not 

as yet fully persuaded or fully aware of Socrates' type of wisdom. Or to put it another 

way. Socrates' reputation for helpfulness or his practical wisdom is somehow not 

sufficient to impress someone like Aristodemus, whose tragic disposition inclines him to 

seek consolation in works of beauty or nobility. On the other hand, Aristodemus' view of 

the world would lead him to admire Socrates' seerningly proud indifference to the cares 

and anxieties that afflict the lives of ordinary people. This would mean that Aristodemus 

does see the possible connection between Socrates' nobility and Socrates' practical 

wisdorn. 

i i i)  Socrates' response to Aristodemus 

In view of Aristodemus' attraction to the arts, Socrates asks him whether "the 

makers of animals with sense and activity" are not more wonhy of admiration than "the 

makers of senseless and motionless images" ( 1  :4:4). The question is obviously rhetorical 



and Aristodemus seems to realise that his concurrence could commit him to the view that 

there are non-human maken of animals. Thus, even though he is cornpelled to answer in 

the affirmative. Aristodemus immediately adds the qualification that the animals must 

have corne into being not by chance but by design. 

Aristodemus' reply in effect challenges Socrates to prove that there are purposeful, 

non-human makers of animals. To meet this challenge, Socrates first gains Aristodemus' 

assent to the view that "things which are manifestly beneficial" are the works of design 

( 1:4:4. Socrates then proceeds to show that certain pans of the human and the animal 

body are manifestly useful in relation to their function and arrangement. Socrates' entire 

procedure, however. is open to doubt. For, at the very outset of his dernonstration, 

Socrates clearly begs the question by assuming the existence of "the one who from the 

beginning made human beings" ( 1 :4:5). Also, the argument that the body is arranged in 

an orderly fashion is not sufficient to prove the existence of an intelligent creator. In spite 

of these problems. Anstodemus finds that he is unable to contest the conclusion that the 

construction of the body refiects the forethought of an intelligent creator: "...by 

Zeus ... when one examines them in this way at least these things very much resemble the 

contrivance of some wise craftsman who loves animals" ( 1  :4:7). 

While Aristodemus is not fully convinced, his response shows that he is struck by 

the novelty of Socrates' arguments. Since Aristodemus has given some thought to the 

question of creation. his recognition of the novelty of Socrates' arguments indicates that 

they are not based on the conventional accounts of creation. With regard to the creation 

of animals, Aristodemus has apparently not considered the body in t e m s  of both its form 



and its fûnction. Anstodemus may have been inhibited h m  taking such a point of view 

because of his own physical deformity . At any rate, Socrates' perspective on the body has 

now exposed Aristodemus to the consideration of the relation between the useful and the 

beautiful. In addition, Socrates' subsequent account of the natural desire for procreation 

and self-preservation (1 :4:7) has also led Aristodemus to associate the creation of animds 

with an intelligible and permanent, or self-perpetuating, naturai order. 

Aristodemus' cautious response, however, implies that he is still somewhat 

skeptical. Yet despite his reservations, Aristodemus has not raised any objection to 

Socrates' questionable procedure. Perhaps it is with a view to discovering Anstodemus' 

underlying skepticism that Socrates asks him if he thinks he has any prudence. 

Aristodemus, in reply, does not answer Socrates directly: "If you ask a question, at any 

rate, I will answer" (1 :4:8). The tone of the reply is somewhat assertive, if not defiant. 

Anstodemus seems more than willing to display his prudence to Socrates. But to 

Aristodemus' disappointment, Socrates instead rebukes km for his intellectual conceit. 

Although Socrates' rebuke is not entirely serious, it accuses Aristodernus of not seeing 

that his mind constitutes only a small part of what seems like a cosmic mind that arranges 

"those surpassingly large and infkitely numerous things" of the world in an orderly 

fashion (1 :4:8). Astonished but unrattled, Aristodemus rejoins: "By Zeus, 1 do not see the 

masters as I see the craftsmen of what cornes to be here" (1:4:9). 

Socrates' rebuke has succeeded in provoking Anstodemus to betray the source of 

his skepticism. Aristodemus' skepticism huris out to be based on a vulgar empincism. 

Such a point of view is ultimately untenable and reflects the shallowness of Aristodemus' 



thinking. Not surprisingly, Socrates is able to dispose of Aristodemus' objection with 

ease. Since Aristodemus does not see his sou1 which is master of his body, then, by the 

logic of his thinking, it should follow that he does nothing by design but everythllig by 

chance. By exposing Aristodemus' ignorance, this simple argument seems to have a 

profond effect on Aristodemus. Evidently chasteneci by if Aristodemus finally 

concedes in a subdued tone of voice: "1, for my part, Socrates, do not look down upon the 

divine, but 1 believe that it is too magnificent as to need my s e ~ c e  in addition" (1 :4: 10). 

Aristodemus' capitulation seems al1 the more remarkable for its self-deprecation. 

Aristodemus is no doubt willing to concede the existence of the divine, but he seems 

unable to relinquish the belief that it is indifferent to the fate of human beings. Indeed, he 

may be even more convinced of this belief now. Thus far, Socrates has only spoken of 

the creation of animais and of their survival in an endless cycle of reproduction. Perhaps 

it is this sense of the fbtility of mere existence that accounts in part for Aristodemus' 

despondency. In any case, the conversation seems to reach a tuming point. For in reply 

to Socrates' attempt to console him, Aristodemus says: "Know well that if 1 believed that 

the gods worried at al1 about human beings, I would not neglect thern" (1 :4: 10). 

Aristodemus seems to be prepared to re-consider his beliefs about the gods. Socrates, for 

his part, is now confionted with the task of assuring Aristodemus that the gods care for 

the fate of human beings. 



iv) Divine providence and piety 

In his appeai to Socrates, Anstodemus refers to the gods Weous, 1 :4: 1 1) instead 

of the divine (& #ai&, 1 :4: 10). Aristodemus may be unconsciously conk ing  these 

terms. But the apparent discrepancy in Aristodemus' use of these terms can be traced to 

ambiguities in Socrates' arguments. In his defense of divine creation, Socrates began by 

referring to the "makers of animais" (1 :4:4). A litde later, he invoked the image of the 

single maker of animais (1 :4:5); and finally, he concluded by alluding to the existence of 

a cosmic-mind (1 :4:8). Hence Aristodemus' confusion of tems  may be a reflection of 

these ambiguities in Socrates' arguments. 

On the other hand, Aristodemus may be calling for some explanation of how the 

divine is able, perhaps with the assistance of the gods, to provide for the manifold needs 

of humanity. In relation to this, it is worthwhile noting that Socrates does not attribute 

the existence of the fundarnentd elements of nature to either the single maker of anirnals 

or the cosmic-mind. The cosmic-mind is credited with the organisation of the elements 

of nature. Yet such things as earthquakes and floods would seem to suggest that nature 

occasionally disrupts the order imposed by the cosmic-mind. Similarly, the compound of 

the individual animal is vulnerable to destruction by such things as diseases. These 

phenornena could not be said to be manifestly usefûl or beneficial to human beings. As 

Socrates' account of creation does not adequately address the human need for security, 

cornfort, and happiness, Aristodemus' demand for an account of how the gods care for 

human beings is not unreasonable. 

Socrates addresses Aristodemus' concem with a speech that emphasizes the 



advantages human beings have over the other mimals. in addition to their physical 

prowess, Socrates says, human beings are endowed with the power of speech, and there is 

no prescribed season for them to indulge in the sexual pleasures. Best of dl ,  "the god" 

has irnplanted in human beings "the greatest and most excellent soul" (1 :4: 13). And so 

human beings are the only animals who are able to perceive "the gods who put in order 

the greatest and noblest (or most beautiful) things" (1 :4: 13). In cornparison with the 

other animals, human beings live like gods unrivalled in both body and soul. 

At first glance, Socrates' arguments seem to move in the direction initially 

demanded by Aristodemus. Along the way, however, they raise a new set of 

consideratiom. Compared to the other animais, human beings may be pnvileged in the 

ways suggested by Socrates. But the well-being of human beings is clearly contingent on 

what they make of their naturai advantages. Yet it is by virtue of their advantages that 

humans can do the most h m  to one another. And even if they do put their advantages to 

good use, Socrates says that hurnans are only less Iikely to suffer h m ,  and 

correspondingly more able to eke out a relatively happier existence for thernselves. The 

good things in life do not corne easily to human beings. They have to labour with their 

bodies and toi1 after knowledge in order to reap the benefits latent in their natural 

advantages. 

Furthermore, Socrates' account of the soul points to the pleasure that cornes fiom 

contemplating the beauty of the cosmos. But this seems to be in tension with the account 

of the body which emphasizes the perennial human interest in the sexual pleasures. With 

respect to both accounts, Socrates raises but does not resolve the fundamental question of 



the individual's happiness. As a whole, Socrates' speech seems to be radically 

incornplete. And so Anstodemus is not without justification in expressing dissatisfaction 

with it. When Socrates concludes his speech by asking Aristodemus what the gods will 

have to do to make hirn believe that they wony about him, the latter replies, "When they 

send--as you Say that they send to you-counsellors regarding what should or should not 

be done" (1 :4: 15). 

Aristodemus' dissatisfaction is quite telling. First, it shows that he is much more 

concemed with his own well-being than that of human beings in general. Second, by 

raising the question of divination, Aristodemus is in effect placing a new demand on 

Socrates. This means that Aristodemus' initial promise not to neglect the gods if Socrates 

could show hirn that they cared for human beings collectively was either premature or not 

entirely serious. In view of these two considerations, Socrates' speech seems in retrospect 

to have been designed to reveal the underlying self-regarding element in Aristodemus' 

concem about the providence of the gods and to lead hirn towards the question of 

divination. To put it another way, the incomplete nature of Socrates' speech was intended 

to show that an account of the general providence of the gods is not sufficient to inspire 

piety in human beings. Piety, at least in Aristodemus' case, seems to require the belief 

that the gods care for the fate of the individual human being. Hence, the importance or 

even the necessity of divination as it is this whicb presupposes that the gods are willing 

and able to intercede on behaif of the individual. 



v) O n  divination 

Since Aristodemus does not believe in divination, his reference to Socrates' 

daimonion implies that he is not penuaded of the existence of the daimpnion even though 

he is familiar with the clairns that Socrates makes on its behalf. This means that 

Aristodemus has hitherto always treated Socrates' apparently prophetic utterances as mere 

expressions of Socrates' wisdom. In spite of this tacit acknowledgement of Socrates' 

human wisdom, Aristodemus has apparently not accorded Socrates the same importance 

that he accords to the poets and artists. As Socrates often offered his advice in a practical 

context, Aristodemus may have regarded Socrates' wisdom as admirable only in terms of 

its usefulness. In keeping with his attraction to the fine arts, Aristodemus would not 

naturally regard Socrates' practical wisdom as worthy of the highest admiration. But now 

that he is exposed to Socrates' perspective on the relation between the useful and the 

beautifid, Aristodemus may be inclined to revise his opinion of the character of Socrates' 

wisdom, and to review its connection to Socrates' noble way of life. But then 

Aristodemus rnay begin to sense that Socrates' self-sufficient way of iife has more to do 

with his wisdom rather than his piety. In that case he would be less inclined to revise his 

opinion about the gods. Hence, Aristodemus' present interest in Socrates' daimonion may 

undermine Socrates' efforts to cure Aristodemus of his impiety which seems to be rooted 

in his dogrnatic rejection of the belief in divination. 

In his response to Aristodemus' question on divination, Socrates ernbarks on a 

monologue which brings the conversation to an end. Socrates' ciosing speech c m  be 

divided into three parts. The first part of the speech consists of a series of rhetorical 



questions aimed at justifying the belief in divination. This is followed by a brief, 

analogical account of the omniscience of the god, or "the divine" (fp fheion). In the third 

and final part, Socrates advises Aristodernus to serve the gods in order to find out if they 

would counsel him on mattea hidden fiom human beings. 

In the first part of the speech, Socrates implicitly asserts the view that the gods 

reply to the Athenians who inquire of them by divination. But then Socrates goes further 

to declare that the gods also send omens to the rest of the Greeks as well as al1 human 

beings (1 :4: 15). As Socrates' gods do not seem to distinguish between Greeks and non- 

Greeks, they are not necessarily the gods acknowledged by the city. Even so, Socrates 

characterises these gods in a way that appeals to the conventional belief in the power of 

gods "to do good and bad" (1 :4: 16). In keeping with this belief, Socrates fuaher implies 

that fear is one of the major, underlying reasons why "the most ancient and wisest" 

human institutions and the most sensible human beings adopt a prudent attitude towards 

the gods (1 :4: 16). 

The element of prudence is funher underlined in the second, reiated part of the 

speech. Here Socratcs tells Aristodemus that just as his "mind" (POUS) manages his body 

as it wishes, so does "the prudence in al1 things" (m hy0 pPnti a ë s i n ,  1 :4: i 7) 

arrange everything as is pleasing to itself. Also, "the eye of god" is able to see everything 

at the same tirne? As a whole, this part of the speech projects an awe-inspiring image of 

an intelligent and personal god. This magnificent image at once recalls and appeals to 

Aristodemus' love of beautifûl and noble creations. But along with the previous notion of 

the power of the gods to help and to harm, this image of the god may also have been 



shaped to inculcate an element of sobering fear in Aristodemus, and correspondingly to 

induce a degree of prudence in his attitude towards divine things. 

Throughout his defense of divination, Socrates omits any mention of his 

m. This omission may have been calculated to encourage Aristodemus to 

cultivate his prudence. On the assumption that Socrates' liberates him from 

any anxiety over the fiitwe, this omission implies that Aristodemus' anxiety for his fùture 

well-being is not fûlly assuaged. Aristodemus' anxiety would intemie his interest in 

divination. It is relevant to recall that Socrates' view of divination is such that it does not 

spare human beings the effort of exercising their independent judgment if they wish to 

make sense of the warnings of the gods (see 1 : k4). On this view, the appreciation of the 

scope and limits of divination requires the cultivation of prudence. Unless Aristodemus 

first takes the trouble to cultivate his prudence, his interest in divination or Socrates' 

daimonion will be superficial and self-defeating. 

Socrates' defense of divination hints at the various considerations Aristodemus 

ought to reflect upon in order to assure his own well-being. Apart from the cultivation of 

prudence, Socrates' defense shows Aristodemus that his well-king as an individual is 

related to the fate of hurnan beings in general. Aristodemus ought therefore to re- 

examine his understanding of the human things. But such an understanding presupposes 

some distinction between hurnan and non-human things. With regard to the latter, one 

cannot avoid considering the further distinction between things natural and divine. This 

distinction, however, is obscured perhaps intentionally in Socrates' defense of divination. 

On the basis of Socrates' defense of divination, it is difficult to distinguish 



supernaturd signs from natural ones. Nature itself is imposing and awe-inspiring, and 

some of its manifestations forewarn human beings of impending disasters. Those who 

respond appropriately to these wamings of nature would most likely be benefitted. 

Conversely. those who ignore them would most likely suffer h m .  The resemblance 

beiween the gods and nature is further indicated in the view that the gods only send signs 

to wam human beings but are somehow unable or unwilling to reverse or to alter the 

inexorable course of natural events. Ail in dl, Aristodemus would have to be a student of 

narure as well in order to fully appreciate the relation between things human and divine. 

Socrates bnngs the conversation to an end by advising Aristodemus to serve the 

gods in order to find out whether they would counsel him on matters hidden from human 

beings. Just as one would put strangers to the test in order to find out if they are 

tnistworrhy, Socrates' parting advice to Aristodemus is tantamount to a recommendation 

to put the gods to a test. But in order to put the gods to a test. Aristodemus must first take 

them seriously and consider more carefully the various accounts of them. By way of an 

encouragement, Socrates' pming advice appeals to Aristodemus' pride in his own 

judgment and directs it towards a serious and thoughtful confrontation with the gods. In 

this way, Socrates helps to retain Aristodemus' healthy regard for human wisdom without 

jeopardising the attempt to cure Anstodemus of his brazen impiety. 

vi) Epilogue and conclusion 

The conversation with Aristodemus ends on an arnbiguous note. We are not told 

whether Aristodernus was satisfied with Socrates' defense of divination or whether he 



accepted Socrates' parting advice. Xenophon concludes his report of this conversation by 

offenng instead the following obseniation. 

In my opinion, by saying these things he made his constant 
cornpanions refrain fiom impious, unjust and shamefûl 
things, not only when they were seen by human beings, but 
even when they were done, since they believed that 
nothing they might do would escape the notice of the gods. 
(1 14: 19) 

Xenophonts observation suggests that Socrates did in fact gain a measure of success with 

Aristodemus. 

Xenophon's observation implies that in this case Socrates did not make 

Aristodemus pious, but only prevented him fiom behaving impiously. To appreciate, 

therefore, the iimited extent of Socrates' success with Aristodemus, we should restate the 

two main, related problems presented by Aristodemus. The first and most fundamental 

one has to do with his implicit rejection of the city's gods. The second but more urgent 

problem involves his open contempt for the religious practices of the city. Xenophon's 

closing observation indicates that Socrates dealt more successfully with the latter 

prohlem. 

Since Aristodemus has conceded that he had been too hasty in dismissing the 

belief in the providence of the gods, he would no longer be justified in continuing his 

impious behavior. Also, since he has been made aware that it is in his best interest to re- 

evaluate his opinions about the gods, he would be more reluctant to assert his former 

opinions. His awareness of his own ignorance would make him more cautious and 

prudent both in public and in private. In this way, Socrates would have succeeded in 



keeping Aristodemus fiom "impious, unjust and shamefûl things". This, rnoreover, 

would be in keeping with Xenophon's original contention that even though Socrates could 

not lead his cornpanions to virtue, he nevertheless made them "better" (1 :4: 1). 

Still, Socrates' limited success witt Aristodemus leads us to wonder about the 

implications of his apparent failure to dispel Aristodemus' doubts about the city's go&. 

To begin with, Socrates' apparent failure may be a corsequence of the provisional 

character of his defense of divine providence. This, in tum, may be due to the public 

character of the conversation with Aristodemus. In order to dispel Aristodemus' doubts, 

Socrates would have to be explicit and systematic in his treatment of divine providence. 

But it would not be in Socrates' interest to do so since it is evident, even fiom his 

provisional account of divine providence, that there are novel, and hence potentially 

subversive, elements in Socrates' understanding of the gods. 

Socrates' use of his novel teaching is also particularly significant. Prior to the 

introduction of Aristodemus to this teaching, Socrates did not make any effort to examine 

Aristodemus' opinion about the city's view of the gods. Socrates, it seems, tacitly 

underlined his agreement with Aristodemus' doubts about the city's gods. On the one 

hand, this implicit agreement suggests that the city's view of the gods is, in a sense, 

indefensible. On the other hand, it tells us that it does not require a supenor intellect or 

an exceptional skeptic to discem the deficiencies in the city's view of the gods. In sum,  

this implicit agreement shows that the city may have no adequate defense against the 

skeptics except perhaps through the threat or actual use of force to silence dissent. 

Paradoxically, Socrates' use of his novel teaching implies that an unconventional teaching 



may be the only means available to restrain the skeptics and to preserve the sanctity of the 

city's religious practices. 

The conversation with Aristodemus not ody  serves as an illustration of how 

Socrates prevented a skeptic from questioning the belief in the city's gods, it also shows 

how Socrates transformed an imprudent cornpanion into an ardent disciple. The anxiety 

and sense of ignorance aroused by his encounter with Socrates would no doubt induce 

Aristodemus to seek M e r  clarification fiom Socrates. Furthemore, in conjunction 

with the provisional character of his defense of divine providence, Socrates' parting 

advice seems to leave open the possibility for îuture discussions with Anstodemus. This 

perhaps explains why the conversation ends on such an arnbiguous note. But what would 

Socrates gain from this association with Aristodemus? What possible interest could 

Socrates have in someone like Aristodemus? 

In both his prefatory and closing observations, Xenophon indicates that 

Aristodemus was one of Socrates' constant cornpanions. Furthemore, Aristodemus' 

reference to Socrates' daimonion indicates that although he has been inûigued by it, he 

has nevertheless been skeptical of the claims Socrates made on its behdf. Along with 

this skepticism, Aristodemus' outrageous public behavior would surely be a S ~ ~ O W  

source of concern to Socrates. For Aristodemus' public impiety could be falsely 

attributed to the time he spent with Socrates. For this reason, Socrates would have a 

prudentid interest in moderating Aristodemus' behavior. 

If Socrates had wished merely to restrain Aristodemus' public behavior, he would 

not presumably have managed their conversation in such an open-ended fashion as to 



invite Aristodemus' future participation in conversation. Socrates' interest in 

Aristodemus seems to go beyond a narrow regard for his own preservation. From his 

various responses to Socrates, it is safe to assume that Aristodemus is not desirable as a 

philosophical cornpanion. Aristodemus, however, is an admirer of human wisdom. He 

is, therefore, a potential ally of philosophy. His inclination towards the tragic point of 

view, moreover, puts him in a serious h e  of mind. Along with these quaiities, his love 

of the beautifid and the noble wodd make him an ideal vehicle for the transmission of a 

serious and salutory vision of the philosophical way of life. 

III. Crito 

i) The significance of Crito 

Earlier, in his forma1 defense of Socrates, Xenophon identified Crito as a 

prominent member of Socrates' circle of tme associates (1 :2:48).' According to 

Xenophon, Socrates' tnie associates were mainly private citizens who consorted with 

Socrates in order that they might become gentlemen and be able to manage their private 

and public flairs in a noble manner. Xenophon M e r  asserted that none of Socrates' 

tme associates ever committed an evil or incurred any blame either in his youth or old 

age. On the ba i s  of this characterisation of the tme associates, we would expect Cnto to 

be a decent, citizen-gentleman with an unblemished reputation. 

From Plato's Crito, we l e m  that during the period of Socrates' confinement pnor 

to the execution it was Crito who undertook the responsibility of persuading Socrates to 

escape and to flee the ~ i t y . ~  Socrates' conviction no doubt presented his fnends with a 



genuine dilemma Crito in particular was apparently resolved to break the law in order to 

Save the life of Socrates. His devotion to Socrates seems to have been more important 

than his obligation to uphold the city's laws.1° 

Like Plato's Cria, Xenophon's account of Crito in the W o r a b i l i a  . . 
deals with a 

potential conflict between Crito and the city. As Crito is k ing  falsely accused by the 

sycophants, he is in danger of being unjustly punished by the city. Crito's situation thus 

alludes to the trial of Socrates. The similarities between Plato and Xenophon's use of 

Crito as a figure in their dialogues suggests that Crito is somehow an appropriate Socratic 

companion to invoke in explonng the question of the potential conflicts between the 

ordinary citizens and the laws. 

As a well-to-do farmer in particular, Crito appears to be a typical representative of 

the older, conservative democratic faction in Athens. But, as Xenophon's account shows, 

Crito's wealth renders him vulnerable to the harassrnent of the city's sycophants. As a 

consequence of this, Crito may become disenchanted with the democracy. Accordingly, 

his predicarnent seems to dramatize the potentially divisive conflict between the nch and 

the poor. 

ii) Crito's dilemma 

The conversation opens with Cnto lamenting to Socrates that life in Athens is 

dificult for a man who wishes "to mind his own business" (@ heautou prattein, 2:9: l).' ' 
Through no apparent fault of his own, Crito is now faced with an impending court action 

brought about by the sycophants. The sycophants are professional accusers who operate 



by pressing or threatening to press charges agaiwt wealthy citizens who are then 

compdled to pay them off in order to avoid the inconvenience and uncertainties of a 

lawsuit. Not surprisingly, Cnto indicates that he is quite prepared to pay off his accusers 

to avoid the trouble of going to court. But it is rather curious that Cnto is neither angry 

nor indignant at being falsely accused. Perhaps he is al1 too aware that the sycophants 

have become an unpleasant fact of life in the city. At any rate, his sense of resignation 

reveals his inability to confront the threat posed by the sycophants. Yet by giving in to 

their demands, Crito wouid invariably open himself to fiuther harasment in the future. 

In response to Crito's plight, Socrates advises Crito to find someone who would 

act Iike a guard dog to ward off his enemies. Since Cnto maintains dogs to protect his 

sheep, he readily appreciates the value of such a human guardian. He is, however, afiaid 

that the prospective hurnan guardian would degenerate into a wolf and tun on him as 

well. Cnto's reservation may be rooted in his expenences as a household manager. In 

particular, it may reflect the difficulties he has had managing his servants and slaves. 

Unlike dogs, human beings are especially resistant to being mled by other hurnan beings. 

One of the ways in which a good household rnaster atiempts to exercise contml over his 

subordinates is to reward the good helpers and to punish the bad ones.'* But Cnto's 

dispinted response to the sycophants is an indication of his aversion to the unpleasant but 

ofien necessary task of punishing offenders. Although Cnto may be exceedingly diligent 

in attending to his own affairs, his aversion to certain practices would render him 

somewhat ineffective as a household manager. Thus, his apparent reservation about the 

trustworthiness of the prospective human guardian rnay in fact be an unconscious 



expression of his ineptitude in managing human beings. 

Paradoxically, both Crito's predicarnent with the sycophants and his reservation 

about the prospective human guardian seem to be related to his own implicit view that it 

is good to mind one's own business. Like Crito, the sycophants are no less earnest in 

trying to mind their own business. It just happens that their business involves interferhg 

with Cnto's. Both Cnto and the sycophants desire wealth and are in effect in competition 

for it. The love of personal gain and the competition it engenden often inspires muhial 

suspicion and mistrust. And since Crito is dedicated to the punuit of his own good, he 

would naturally assume that others are similarly motivated. 

iii) Guardians and sycophants 

Crito is evidently a h i d  that the prospective human guardian would turn out to be 

as harmfùl and as difficult to deal with as the sycophants. To allay Crito's fears, Socrates 

first assures him that it is "much more pleasant" (goIlo(9 bedion) to profit by gratifying 

someone like Crito than by quarrelling with him. Then Socrates proceeds to mise Crito's 

hopes by declaring that he knows "of this sort of man here who wodd very much love the 

honour @am phiiotimetheien) of dealing with" Crito as a fiiend. Through his 

characterisation of Cnto's prospective guardian, Socrates shows that he does not object to 

the love of profit. Indeed, he implies that there are more pleasant and honourable ways of 

gaining fiom the nch. This seems to suggest that Socrates is not primarily concemed 

with whether the actions of the sycophants are unjust. 

The practice of the sycophants is tolerated by the democracy in the belief that it 



contributes to the preservation of the regime. By spying and infonning on the activities 

of the rich, the sycophants perfoxmed a kind of policing role.13 The lawsuits brought 

about by them would also benefit the poorer citizens who are paid a stipend for sitting in 

the jury. The city also stands to gain matendly fiom the distribution of the fines imposed 

on either the defendants or their accusea depending on the nature and outcome of the 

trials. But by condoning and perhaps even encouraging the practice of sycophancy, the 

city may unwittingly undermine the citizens' attachment to the laws- For the practice 

could lead to the perception that the laws are merely instruments to be exploited for the 

sake of profit. Moreover, by targeting the rich, the sycophants could in the long run 

alienate the nch fiom the regime.I4 

Socrates' implicit cnticism of the sycophants is by extension a criticism of the 

democracy's apparently misguided efforts to manage and to utilise the resources of its 

wealthier citizens. Still, Socrates appean to be sympathetic to the city's underlying 

concem for the nature and consequences of the uneven distribution of wealth. Some of 

the rich tend to be derelict in their duties to the city. Crito, who much prefers to rnind his 

own business, is at best p e h c t o r y  in the discharge of his public duties. Yet, in spite of 

the imperfection and comption of the city, Cnto is still ensured a measure of security to 

go about managing his business with relative success. As a wealthy farmer in particular, 

Crito is no doubt reliant on the city for the protection of his estate IÏom invaders. The 

city thus has a legitimate claim to a greater contribution fiom its wealthier citizens. Apart 

fiom this, the problem posed by the sycophants is symptomatic of the perennial political 

tension between the rich and the poor. As long as there is a great disparity in the 



distribution of wealth, the poor will be tempted to seek some recouse, legal or otherwise, 

to remedy the inequaiity. 

The above considerations may help to explain why Socrates refrains From calling 

the practice of the sycophants unjust. The love of gain which implicates both the 

sycophants and their victims seems to exonerate the fomer. Socrates, however, 

implicitly accuses the sycophants of king foolish. For they do not seem to redise that 

there may be more pleasant ways to gratify their desire for wealth. Also, part of their 

ignorance seems to be reflected in their apparent willingness to compromise their 

reputation for the sake of mere profit. In comparing Crito's prospective guardian to the 

sycophants, Socrates tacitly acknowledges that the former is no less motivated by the 

love of gain. But the prospective guardian seems to shun the practice of the sycophants 

not because it is unpleasant but because it is ignoble (see 2:9:4). The aitachment to the 

noble or the desire for good reputation seems to be the primary factor distinguishing the 

prospective guardian from the sycophants. 

In characterising the prospective guardian as someone who seeks a dignified way 

of pursuing his desire for wealth, Socrates seems to be appealing to Crito's self-image as 

a respectable money-maker. Because Cnto c m  immediately identify with someone like 

this, the prospective guardian cornes to sight as someone with whom Cnto cm easily 

deai. But by calling attention to the conjunction of the pleasant and the honourable, 

Socrates points to a latent tension or contradiction in the constitution of individuals like 

Cnto and his prospective guardian. Honour after al1 is ofien gained through sacrifice, and 

sacrifice is not pleasant. On the other hand, this tension rnay be necessary in moderating 



what would othenvise be the udimited and shameless pursuit of wealth. 

Excessive wealth implies immoderation, and the corresponding disparïty in the 

distribution of wealth M e r  inspires it. Moderation, on the other hand, seems to require 

an equitable distribution of wealth. Frorn this perspective, poverty would seem to be a 

potential source of corruption. By thus pointing to the potentially compting 

circumstances of the impovenshed citizens, Socrates indicates that an equitable 

distribution of wealth may be necessary to the politicai hedth of the democracy. With 

respect to Crito, Socrates' remarks on the prospective guardian indicates diat it is to 

Cnto's advantage to take a more senous interest in aileviating the economic situation of 

the poor but decent-minded citizens. This appeai to Crito's self-interest serves as an 

example of what can be done to prompt the rich to take a more active interest in 

addressing the economic inequalities in the city. 

iv) Archedemus 

Socrates' remarks on the prospective guardian concludes the bnef exchange with 

Crito. Crito must have been sufficiently persuaded by Socrates for Xenophon goes on to 

Say that they subsequently went in search of a man by the name of Archedemus. 

Socrates' role seems to terminate with the introduction of Archedemus. The rest of the 

Xenophon's report is devoted to an elaboration of the fnendship between Cnto and 

Archedemus. Archedemus is introduced as an excellent speaker and man of flairs, but 

poor. His poverty is ascnbed to his aversion to making money by any means.'* In this 

regard, Archedemus is fûrther described as "an honest man" @hilochrëstos) who knows 



how "to take forfeit from the sycophants" (2:9:4). Archedemus is, therefore, precisely the 

sort of person who would be most able to help Crito resolve his difficulties with the 

sycophants. 

At first glance, it is not immediately clea. why someone with Archedemus' 

abilities and credentials should be poor. His poverty could have been a consequence of 

the depressed economic conditions of the city." But if it were as easy as he claimed to 

profit from the sycophants, then why did he not attempt to make a living fiom 

prosecuting the sycophants? One explanation for Archedemus' reluctance to profit from 

the sycophants may be his aversion to making money through morally questionable 

means. Furthemore, in the particular context of Athenian democratic politics, it rnay be 

imprudent to attack the sycophants who are both the ostensible enemies of the nch and 

the perceived allies of the poor. In other words, Archedemus could have been inhibited 

from prosecuting the sycophants out of a legitimate concem for his public reputation. By 

the sarne token, he could have been equally inhibited from offering his services to the 

ric h. 

Archedemus' excellence as a speaker and a man of affairs would surely quali@ 

him as a capable leader of the derno$. Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that 

Archedemus played a significant role as one of the leaders of the urban dernocrats. In his 

Hellenica, Xenophon mentions a certain Archedemus who was a leader of the der no^." 

This Archedemus was also the first to accuse one of the retuming generals in the 

aftermath of the naval battle of Arginusae WeIIenica, 1 :7:2ff.; see also Memorabilia, 

1 : 1 : 17-1 8). Archedemus initiaIly accused the general of embealing public fûnds. He 



later added the charge of misconduct as a general. Shortly after that, the assembly, upon 

the instigation of others, undertook the illegal measure to try al1 the generals (save one) 

collectively. The generals were subsequently convicted for the failure to rescue the 

shipwrecked sailon, and those of the generals who chose to r e m  after the battle were 

summarily executed. 

In striking contrast to the illegal action of the assembly, Archedemus' prosecution 

of the single general was not only legal but, under the circumstances, both appropriate 

and moderate. Erasinides, the generai accused by Archedemus, was in fact responsible 

for the proposa1 that would have entailed the complete abandonment of the shipwrecked 

sailors (Hellenica, 1 :7:29). Furthemore, by first raising the charge of embezziernent, 

Archedemus apparently intended to play down the seriousness of the second charge of 

military misconduct. For, in truth, the generals did initiate some effort to Save the 

shipwrecked sailon. Archedemus' action indicates that he atternpted to temper the mord 

indignation of the dernos while placating its demand for justice. Archedemus presumably 

would not have acted in this way if his reputation among the people were not fairly 

secure. More to the point, if this Archedemus is the sarne individual Socrates introduced 

to Cnto, then the political significance of the friendship between Cnto and Archedemus 

is M e r  enhanced. For their friendship may well represent the sort of relationship 

necessary to the reconciliation of the rich and poor democrats. 

If Archedemus was or aspired to be a prominent member of the poor, urban 

democrats, it would be especially dificult, if not inexpedient, for him to offer his services 

to the wealthy victims of the sycophants. For this reason, Socrates' role as an 



intemediary would be of crucial importance to the prospective niendship between Crito 

and Archedemus. But to be an effective or tnistworthy intennediary, Socrates must share 

something in cornmon with Crito and Archedemus respectively. As a well-to-do fanner, 

Crito would have had a deep appreciation for Socrates' practical wisdom. But in addition 

to this, he would have found Socrates' apparent indifference to wealth a remsuring factor 

in their Iong-standing relationship. Likewise, Socrates' obvious poverty and self- 

sufficiency would apped to the poor democrats who are fiercely proud of their fieedom. 

Through their acceptance of Socrates as the intemediary, both Crito and Archedernus 

would help to endorse Socrates' public image as  a good and honourable citizen. 

v) Crito and his dog 

Following their introduction, Cnto spared no effort in securing the fnendship of 

Archedemus. Crito not only offered portions of the produce fiom his f m  to 

Archedemus, he also invited him to share in his sacrifices to the gods. These acts of 

generosity and piety e m e d  Cnto the t m t  and gratitude of Archedemus. In r e m  

Archedemus made inquiries into the affairs of one of Crito's accusers and, upon 

discovering that the culprit was guilty of many crimes and had many enemies, initiated 

legal proceedings against him. The culprit was given a taste of his own medicine, so to 

speak. But this shows that Archedemus was acting very much like Crito's persona1 

sycophant. And, in keeping with the practice of the sycophants, Archedemus did not 

desist in his harassrnent of the culprit until the latter agreed to withdraw his action against 

Cnto and to pay compensation. 



Archedemus was so effective in this and several other enterprises of this sort that 

Crito's fiends begged him to extend Archedemus' services to them. Archedemus, for his 

part, was glad to gratifi Crito and he was, no doubt, appropnately rewarded by Crito's 

fiiends. As a result of Archedemus' activities, Xenophon says, not only was Crito at 

peace, but his &ends were as well. Needless to Say, this peace was made possible only 

by Archedemus' successful warfare on the enemies of Crito and his fiends. Archedemus 

thus vindicated Socrates' confidence that he could h d  a suitable gwrdian for Cnto. 

According to Xenophon, Archedemus became one of Crito's fiends and was honoured by 

"the other fiiends of Cnto" (2:9:8). Since Socrates did not benefit fiom Archedemus' 

activities, there is no reason to include Socrates as one of those who honoured 

Archedemus. Xenophon, therefore, leaves open to question whether Socrates truly 

regarded himself as one of Crito's &ends. 

Although Archedemus was regarded by Cnto as a Wend and, by implication, an 

equal, Xenophon nonetheless compares Cnto to a shepherd and Archedemus to a "good 

dog" (2:9:8). Crito is implicitly accorded a higher status. Crito's superionty can perhaps 

be traced to his preference for minding his own business. Crito's benign disposition is not 

only more conducive to peace, but his authonty over Archedemus may also serve to 

restrain die latter's more spirited or aggressive inclinations. Moreover, like an effective 

d e r ,  Crito has managed to improve his reputation as a benefactor to his fiends, while 

delegating the unpleasant but necessary task of dealing with his enemies to 

Archedemus. '* 

As a consequence of his activities, Archedemus had to confront the hostility of 



Crito's enemies. In response to the criticisrn that he was Crito's sycophant, Archedemus 

defended himself by saying the following: 

Which, then, is shamefbl - to receive benefactions fiom 
honest human beings (&résth pnthrô~ôn) and to bestow 
them in retum and thus to befkiend this sort, while king at 
variance with the wicked; or rather to make enemies of the 
gentlemen (JcaIou~ &&IOUS) by trying to do them 
injustice, while working together with the wicked and to 
deal with them instead of gentlemen? (2:9:8) 

Without denying the utilitarian and materialistic aspect of his dealings with Crito, 

Archedemus attempted to legitimise his fiiendship with Crito on the basis of its 

respectability. To that end, he equated the honest or fair-minded man with the gentleman. 

Through this equation, Archedemus evidently intended to express a democratic as 

opposed to an aristocratie conception of the noble and the good. In a sense, Archedemus 

was appealing to what we today might recognise as a "bourgeois" code of conduct.19 

But just as the institution of sycophancy is, in a sense, unjust or ignoble, so too is 

the partnership between Crito and Archedemus. Although Crito's enemies were guilty of 

violations of the law, Archedemus made use of this information to extract ransom fiom 

them. Perhaps it did not occur to either Cnto or Archedemus that this ransom was most 

likely paid fiom the illicit profits made fiom the other victims of the sycophants. At any 

rate, by settling these matters out of court, Archedernus - with Crito's tacit approval no 

doubt - permitted certain injustices to escape the notice of the city. Both Archedemus and 

Crito irnplicitly treated the law as an instrument of their personal advantage. They did 

not regard the law as the embodiment of the highest aspiration of the city. The entire 

affair, therefore, betrays the limited extent of Crito and Archedemus' attachent to the 



city. 

vi) Conclusion 

Xenophon's account of Crito takes up eight numbered paragraphs or sections of 

which only the first three are occupied by the conversation with Socrates. Socrates' 

relatively minor role was, however, crucial to the development of the fkiendship between 

Crito and Archedernus. Even though Socrates did not take an active interest in how Crito 

procured the services of Archedemus, he was apparently confident that Crito would 

someho w gain the cooperation of Archedemus. Just as Archedemus eventually fulfilled 

Crito's wishes, Crito in his own way fulfilled Socrates' expectation. Crito's independent 

accomplishments seem to resemble what Socrates in another context conceived as the 

fiction of those who mle in an aristocracy. According to Socrates, aristocracy is a 

regime comprising "those who perfect (or complete) the lawfui things" (an ta nomirna 

e~itelount6n, 4:6: 12). In Crito's context, it could'be said that Socrates' personal and 

practical advice took the place of the law. In line with this substitution, Crito's actions 

were aimed at the necessary rather than the lawful things. In this sense, Xenophon's 

account of Socrates' relationship with Crito and the latter's subsequent relationship with 

Archedemus resembles the hierarchical arrangement of a well-ordered city . 

This resemblance implies that in actuality things are invariably less than perfect. 

From an aristocratie perspective, a democracy is necessarily a defective regime. Yet this 

perspective may be needed both to dari@ and to resolve fundamental problems in actual 

dernocracies. lndeed, the use of this perspective is discemible in the development of 



Xenophon's account of Socrates' interaction with Crito. The account begins by tracing 

Cnto's predicament to various questionable practices of the Athenian democracy, and the 

resolution of Crito's predicament concludes with an emphasis on the democratic 

conception of the noble and the good. As a whole, the account of Socrates' interaction 

with Crito funiishes an illustration of how the Athenian democracy could by improved by 

adapting certain views of the aristocracy. 

Wealth constitutes a pari of the necessary equipment for an aristocratie or 

dignified way of life. For this reason, it would be a primary concem of the city to 

improve the economic well-being of its citizens. From Socrates we leam that Cnto's 

predicament is due to the legitimate but misguided efforts of the city to redress the vast 

inequalities in the distribution of wealth. The practice of the sycophants accords with the 

custom of the democracy to burden the wealthy with considerable financial obligations. 

These practices are potentially destructive because they aggravate the tension between the 

rich and the poor. Against the background of these questionable practices, Socrates' 

advice to Crito points to a strategy of cooperating with sorne of the decent members of 

the poor to check the abuses of the democracy. In this regard, the partnenhip between 

Archedemus and Crito serves as a mode1 for such cooperation. 

Archedemus' role in itself is analogous to the role of the citizen-warrior. The war- 

like methods Archedemus employs against Crito's enemies allude to sorne of the 

aggressive policies of the Athenian democracy. Apart from the ambition to nile, these 

policies are also pursued for the sake of wealth. Through his criticisms of the sycophants, 

Socrates indicates that there are more pleasant and honourable ways for the city to e ~ c h  



itself and to improve its reputation. Crito's relationship with Archedemus points in effect 

to the possibiiity of using commerce as a way of reforming the economic and political 

policies of the Athenian democracy . In keeping with this attempt to moderate the city , 

the subordination of Archedemus to Crito is analogous to the subordination of war to 

peaceful, commercial trade. 

As a significant representative of the poor, urban democrats, Archedemus' 

endonement of Crito's way of life m e r  underlines the féasibility of Socrates' strategy 

of reforming the Athenian democracy. Crito's preference for a dignified and peacefbi 

way of pursuing his pnvate &airs serves as a practical example of the democratic 

adaptation of the noble and the good. Mthough Crito's preference for a noble, private life 

cails into question his devotion to the city, his desire for a good reputation compels him 

to be somewhat responsive to the needs and interests of the political community. In the 

context of the economic reforms proposed by Socrates, the desire for a good reputation 

founded on honesty and fair-dealing may be the most effective rneans of moderating the 

competition for wealth. 

Socrates' indifference to wealth seems to set him apart fiom the ordinary concems 

of the non-philosophic citizens. But his interest in Cnto indicates that he also seeks to 

gain fiom gratifying Crito. Just as Archedemus' defense helps to legitimise Crito's way 

of life, Cnto's willingness to defend Socrates would help to provide Socrates' 

philosophical way of life with a respectable cover. Apart fiom this consideration, 

Socrates' role in fostenng the hendship between Crito and Archedemus indicates that his 

interest goes beyond a narrow concern for his own preservation. Socrates' role as a 



tnistworthy intermediary is predicated on his ability to accommodate the dominant 

prejudices of the rich and the poor. Socrates' action not only presupposes a clear 

understanding of the politicai community, but it also reveals that Socratic political 

philosophy offers practical insights into how a democracy may be reasonably improved. 

IV. Critobulus 

i) Critobulus' usefulness 

Critobulus, the son of Crito, enjoys a certain pride of place in Xenophon's Socratic 

. . writings. In addition to his noteworthy appearances in the Memorabili& Cntobulus is 

prominently featured in the Oeconomicu~ and the S y m ~ a .  Yet in al1 these works 

Critobulus is consistently depicted as an incomgibly lazy and fun-loving young man who 

would radier indulge his passion for love-flairs than invest his time cultivating the 

virtues of the serious gentleman. Critobulus was evidently disinclined to take either 

politics or philosophy senously. Thus we cannot help but wonder why he plays such a 

large role in Xenophon's Socratic writings. M i l e  Xenophon does not state the reasons 

. . 
for his interest in Cntobuius, his account of the latter in the Mernorabilla offers some 

helpful hints about the useful role Critobulus plays as one of Socrates' companions. 

Critobulus appears twice in the Memorabilia. In his first appearance, he is the 

silent object of a playfil exchange between Socrates and Xenophon.'O In this exchange, 

Xenophon defends Critobulus against Socrates' criticism of the latter's arnorous 

predilections. In his mock rebuke of both Xenophon and Critobulus, Socrates assumes 

the demeanor of the austere and serious-minded gentleman (compare 1 :3 : 1 1 - 13 with 



Sym. 4:23, and Cvc. 5: 1 :2- 16). Through his defense of Cntobulus, however, Xenophon 

seems to cal1 into question the serious gentleman's attitude towards erotic love. 

Moreover, Xenophon's defense seems to imply that Critobulus' frivolousness and wlgar 

ero ticism may serve as a kind of antidote to this narrow and inflexible attitude (see, for 

example, m. 2:2: 1 1-14; and consider also the case of Hennogenes, the lover of 

gentlemanliness, in the m., especially Socrates' implicit cnticism of him at 6: 1-4). 

Also, Xenophon makes it clear that Socrates' criticism of Crïtobulus should not be 

taken too seriously. In the context of his exchange with Socrates, Xenophon clearly 

indicates that Socrates ofien treated the question of erotic love with an element of 

playfùlness (1 :3 :7-9, see also-4: 1 : 1-2; and SVB. 4:23-28). More importantly, Xenophon 

frequently notes that Socrates often characterised himself as a lover (1 :6: 13-14, 2:6:28- 

29, 3 : 1 1 : 16-1 8,4: 1 : 1-2; Sym. 8: 1-4). As a lover, Socrates would seem to have sornething 

in common with Critobulus. And so there appears to be a tension between Socrates' 

characterisation of himself as a lover and his deliberate adoption of the role of die senous 

gentleman. In light of this tension, the figure of Critobulus may be useful in helping to 

clarify the sirnilarities and differences between Socrates and both the erotic lover and the 

senous gentleman.2' Indeed, Cntobulus' second encounter with Socrates in the 

emorabilia lends support to this view of the role he plays as one of Socrates' 

companions. 

Critobulus' second encounter with Socrates in the Jvfemorabilia occurs within the 

series of conversations illustrating Socrates' utilitarian teaching on fiiendship (see, for 

example. 2 5 :  1-5). The conversation with Critobulus in particular is introduced as an 



example of Socrates giving instruction on how to test what sort of fnends are worth 

acquiring (2:6: 1). Although Critobulus appears to be the beneficiary of this teaching, the 

greater part of the conversation is actually taken up by his flippant interest in discovering 

easy way s of making fhends with beauti hl-looking gentlemen. This apparent depamire 

fiom the stated intention of the conversation indicates that the conversation as a whole 

should also be treated as an illustration of Socrates' evaluation of Critobulus value as a 

fiiend. 

For the purpose of examination, Socrates' conversation with Cntobulus can be 

divided into four parts. The f int  part involves the discussion on how to test for the 

qualities of the good fiiend. This discussion ends with the indication that Cntobulus may 

not be worthy of the fiiendship of the good man. The second part is ostensibly devoted to 

the question of how to acquire friends. But this part of the conversation shows that 

Critobulus is predisposed to the use of questionable means of acquiring fiiends because 

of the difficulties he has had in gaining the fiiendship of gentlemen. Accordingly, the 

third part addresses Cntobulus' erotic interest in noble or pubiic-spirited gentlemen. In 

the fourth and final part, Socrates attempts to show Cntobulus how he can rnake himself 

worthy of the fiiendships he desires. 

ii) Socrates' initial evaluation of Critobulus 

Socrates begins the conversation by inviting Cntobulus to consider how they 

would proceed in their investigation if they should "need a good friend" (deoimetha 

philou ayathou, 2:6: 1). The invitation to Cntobulus indicates that Socrates thinks that 



Cntobulus has a need for a good fiend. According to Socrates, the good fnend is 

someone who would be: 

... continent in the bodily pleasures and, while easy to live 
with and easy to bargain with, would also happen to be 
contentious not to be deficient in the good treatment of 
those who do him good deeds ... (2:6:5)22 

This description of the good fiiend cornes after Socrates has led Critobulus to reject as 

suitable candidates for fnendship those individuals who are either incontinent, factious, 

ungrateful, or, above dl,  greedy for money-(2:6: 1-4). Critobulus, for his part, makes it 

known that he sees no profit in dealing with any of these individuals. But it is 

worthwhile recalling that in their previous encounter Cntobulus was rebuked by Socrates 

for his inability to control fis arnorous desires (1 :3:9). 

Critobulus' amorous desires, moreover, are one of the chief reasons why he 

neglects his household &airs (Oecon. 2:7). Along with his Iavish spending, Criiobulus' 

negligence could eventually cause him to become greedy for money, if he is not so 

already. It would be to his interest, therefore, to have fkiends who would not take unfair 

advantage of his wealth but who would gladly assist him in time of need. At this point, 

however, it is not yet cIear whether Critobulus would be attracted to an individual with 

just those qualities commended by Socrates. For now, the description of the good fnend 

is so obviously appealing fiorn the point of view of profit that Cntobulus is naturally 

eager to learn how to test for the qualities of the fiiend in question. 

Rather than answenng Critobulus directly, Socrates offers him IWO analogies. 

First, Socrates says that a sculptor is tested not on what he says, but on how "beautifully" 



(ka16~, 2:6:6) his past sculptures were made. Critobulus treats this analogy to mean that 

someone "who visibly treats his previous fkiends well would do good deeds to those who 

become his friends later as well" (2:6:7). Aithough Socrates agrees with this 

interpretation, he immediately offers a second analogy which Critobulus accepts without 

comment. The second analogy is based on the hone-owner who is tested on how "nobly" 

(kala)  he treats his horses. This additional analogy suggests that Cntobulus' initial 

interpretation rnay be correct but inadequate, and that Socrates may have a broader 

interpretation in mind with respect to both analogies. 

Both analogies seem to emphasize the importance of deeds. Crito bulus, however, 

implicitly understands the emphasis on deeds to mean the doing of what is good or 

usefil. Yet both analogies cIearly cal1 attention to the noble understood in ternis of what 

is beautiful or fine. By focusing exclusively on the good, Cntobulus' initial interpretation 

seems to reflect the limited and instrumental nature of his interest in the good fiend. If 

Critobulus is ody thinking of his personal profit or advantage, then there is the real 

danger that he would misuse or even abuse the relationship with the good fkiend. 

This problem brings to light a broader understanding of the two analogies. The 

first analogy is based on an expert who knows how to improve what is given by nature. 

From this perspective, the analogy implies that Critobulus' nature is in need of 

improvement. As a corollary, the second analogy suggests that Cntobulus needs to 

transform his mercenary attitude into a gentlemanly one in order to become deserving of 

the fkiendship he desires. Since a good fnend is a precious possession, Critobulus must 

show that he is able and willing to make noble use of him. Al1 in dl, the analogies 



suggest that Cntobulus needs a moral guardian. Indeed, Socrates' following advice 

further underscores Critobulus' need for improvement. 

On the basis of his initial understanding of Socrates' analogies, Critobuius 

proceeds to ask Socrates for an account of how fiends are acquired. In reply, Socrates 

tells Cntobulus that he should first seek the approval of the go&. This advice is striking 

as it is the fmt and only tirne in the Me- that Socrates is shown offering it (2:6:8; 

cf  1 : 1 :6). The advice clearly reflects Socrates' uncertainty about the relationship between 

Cntobulus and the good friend. But it also seerns to suggest that Critobulus' nature is 

particularly recalcitrant, and that it would require the help of a god to improve Critobulus. 

Socrates' concem with Critobulus is M e r  underlined by the latter's subsequent view 

that the approval of the gods would not be problematic. Critobulus' sanguine assumption 

shows that he has little or no awareness that he may be a bad influence on his prospective 

friend. Consequently, Socrates is forced to voice his concem in a more explicit manner. 

Thus, in his response to Cntobulus' desire to know how friends are acquired, Socrates 

explicitly warns Critobulus against the use of force and deception (2:6:9). And in 

keeping with this underlying concern, Socrates hims the conversation to address 

Critobulus' attitude towards the use of deceptive devices to acquire fiiends. 

iii) The use of incantations 

To gratify Critobulus' eagerness to know how fiiends are acquired, Socrates seeks 

recourse to what others have said about the use of incantations. As an example of the use 

of incantations, Socrates cites the Homeric account of how the Sirens addressed 



Odysseus. Socrates' intention, it seems, is to limit the use of this exampie to "those who 

love the honour accorded to virtue" (25: 12). Critobulus, however, seems to approach the 

example fiom a democratic perspective. He uses the example to fomuiate the general 

principle that words of praise must be made to fit the listener. Socrates does not object to 

this formulation of the principle underlying the use of praise. But in his subsequent 

exchange with Critobulus, Socrates discloses the flaws in Critobulus' understanding of 

the principle. 

Critobulus' understanding of the use of praise only presupposes that the user 

should recognise, and cal1 attention to, the praiseworthy aspects of a person's character. 

Words of praise, in Critobulus' view, are used to embellish the good qualities of the 

listener. But Socrates also adds that the listener must know that he is in fact wonhy of 

what is said in praise of him (2:6: 12). fhis  qualification indicates that words of praise 

may mislead by focusing exclusively on the good qualities of the listener. By ignoring 

other less praiseworthy qualities of the listener, the user may unwittingly excite the 

listener's imagination or inflame his ambition to an inappropriate degree. For this reason, 

even a fitting and well-intentioned praise may unintentionally produce undesirable 

consequences. So even if the listener is worthy, the user has the M e r  responsibility of 

ensuring that the listener does not get misled by what is said in praise of hirn. For 

otherwise the listener may corne to hate the user (2:6:12). Ultimately, the user m u t  have 

knowiedge of what is good both for himself and for the listener. 

In light of the above, Socrates' reference to the Sirens cornes to sight as an apt 

illustration of the dangers inherent in the use of praise. The Sirens were in fact 



malevolent creatures. The words they chanted to Odysseus were meant to seduce him. 

More significantly, the noble Odysseus showed that he was not immune to the seduction 

of the Sirens. Socrates M e r  underscores the danger of seduction by refemng to the 

exarnple of Pericles. Socrates characterises Pericles as a master in the use of incantations 

and implicitly criticizes his leadership by contrasting it with the solid achievements of 

Themistocles (2:6: 13). The inclusion of the exarnple of Pericles shows that neither the 

well-bom nor the common people are immune fiom the potentiaily hamiful effects of 

persuasive speech? 

Judging fiom his response, Cntobulus is apparently not averse to the use of 

incantations. He betrays no awareness of the problems implied in the example of the 

Sirens. Indeed, the reference to Pericles came about as a result of his insistence to hear 

more about other types of incantations. Furthemore, his reference to Themistocles 

immediately after Socrates had spoken of the example of Pericles suggests that he is not 

happy with the implication that one rnust be a good speaker to win f i i e n d ~ . ~ ~  Critobulus 

seems to be looking for less demanding ways of winning fiiends. 

Through his response to Critobulus' reference to Themistocles, Socrates shows 

that he is only willing to concede that speech is insufficient as a means of winning good 

friends. Accordingly, he leads Cntobulus to consider the principle that one rnust be 

"good in speaking and in doing" to acquire good fiiends (2:6: 14). Critobulus, however, 

implicitly objects to this principle on the grounds that he has seen poor speakers who are 

fîiends with good public speakers, and men who are wholly unmilitary intimate with 

competent generals (2:6: 15). These examples indicate that Critobulus assumes that being 



good means being competent or knowledgeable in some particular activity. 

But Critobulus' objection is actually based on a radical misunderstanding of what 

Socrates meant by the good. In fact, Critobulus' objection was introduced rather hastily 

while Socrates was attempting to clariQ what he meant by the good by posing the 

question whether it is possible "for one who is wicked (ponëron) to acquire honest friends 

(m -s, 25:  14)? Cntobulus' objection as such is clearly irrelevant. 

Nonetheless, the objection seems to reflect Cntobulust belief that one need not apply 

oneself to any serious activity in order to gain good fnends. 

In response to Critobulus' misunderstanding, Socrates proceeds to distinguish the 

good and the wicked in ternis of those who are "beneficial" (@helirnous.) and those who 

are "not beneficial" (an6~heleis. 2:6: 16) re~pectively.~~ This distinction shows that 

Socrates had onginally intended to equate the good with the beneficial. Being good thus 

understood does not mean being technically proficient. On this understanding, Socrates' 

revised principle of fiiendship means that in addition to being good in speaking, 

Critobulus must be a doer of good or beneficial deeds in order to gain good friends. 

Critobulus, however, takes to the distinction between the good and the wicked in a 

rather surprising way. Without any justification, he implicitly associates the good, or 

those who are beneficial, with the gentlemen (mois ka~athois, 2:6: 16). He, therefore, 

overlooks Socrates' previous reference to honest men (çhrëstous,2:6: 14). Despite the 

oversight, Critobulus' association of the good with the gentleman prompts him into 

revealing his current state of mind. For, immediately after he has drawn the association, 

he reveals that he is quite anxious to know "whether one who has become a gentleman 



can readily become fiiends with gentleman" (2:6: 16). 

Critobulus' interest in the gentleman bnngs about a new development in the 

conversation. But even though he reveals that he is more attracted to the gentleman than 

to the simply honest man, his anxiety about the fnendship of gentlemen betrays an 

ambivalent attitude towards gentiemanliness. As it tums out, his ambivalence is based on 

the observation that not only gentlemen "but also the cities that are most attentive to the 

noble things and l e s t  admit the shameful are fiequently in a state of hostility with one 

another" (2:6: 18). Because the gentleman is understood as both noble and good, 

Critobulus is genuinely perplexed by the spectacle of strife and contlict afflicting the life 

of the gentleman. 

But since Cntobulus is both attracted to and repulsed by those who are regarded 

as gentlemen. his desire for their fnendship is necessarily hstrated. Given his obvious 

aversion to violence and conflict, Critobulus' keen interest in Socrates' questionable 

account of the use of incantations may have been a manifestation of his desperate but 

somewhat incoherent search for a solution to his fizistration. Moreover, his 

disenchantment with the destructive actions of the gentleman may be one of the main 

reasons why he avoids taking a serious interest in the cultivation of the gentlemanly 

virtues. In other words, the legitimate grounds of Critobulus' ambivalence towards 

gentlemanliness may be one of the major impediments to his moral improvement. It is, 

therefore, incumbent on Socrates now to address Critobulus' understanding of the 

gentleman. 



iv) Socrates' account of the tme gentleman 

Critobulus attributes the confiict among gentlemen to their desire to Iead the city 

(2:6:20). To Critobulus, the gentleman is an essentially political or public-spirited being. 

Socrates first addresses the problem of conflict by stating that the matter is complex 

because human beings are by nature neither good nor bad. Some elements in human 

beings contribute to friendship while others lead them into wnflict. From his brief 

statement on the causes of conflict, it can be infened that the gentleman fights for 

leadership because he believes that ruling is "noble and pleasant" (2:6:21). The desire for 

leadership, however, is corrupted by envy and "the erotic desire to acquire an excess" 

(2:6:2 1 ). In the case of the gentleman, the erotic desire to acquire an excess would seem 

to be compting not only because it arouses an inordinate sense of his superiority, but 

also because it perverts his desire to iule into a desire "to have license to steal wealth, to 

do violence to human beings, and to experience pleasure" (2:6:24). 

Although Socrates traces the violent contlicts of political life to the corruption of 

the erotic desires, he does not explain how this comption cornes about. Rather, he 

proceeds to focus his attention on an account of the life of the true gentleman. Contrary 

to Critobulus' view of the gentleman as an essentially political being, Socrates' true 

gentleman is distinguished by his preference to live a noble, private life. The mie 

gentleman engages in politics mainly, though not exclusively, for reasons of necessity 

and pmdence. For exarnple, he is motivated to mle "so that he himself would not be done 

injustice, and can bring just aid to his fiiends" (2:2:25). Moreover, it is expedient for him 

to enlist the cooperation of the best because "the wicked require many more good deeds 



than the good" (2:6:27). As a whole, the account of the public Iife of the true gentleman 

seems to be designed with the aim of mitigating Critobulus' negative view of the political 

life of the gentleman. 

On the other hand, the most attractive features of the true gentleman are to be 

found in the account of his pnvate life. Socrates begins the account with the assertion 

that the bue gentleman is able to overcome the impediments to fnendship because of his 

"virtue" (wetën, 2:6:22). Virtue is, therefore, necessary to fkiendship. Socrates, however, 

refrains fiom narning or discussing the virtue in question. Nonetheless, he implies that it 

underlies the noble and fulfilling activities of the gentleman's private life. More 

significantly, Socrates repeatedly stresses that these noble activities are camed out 

without pain or distress (meu ponou ... ~lup6s  ... më lupein. ..2:6:22-23). Also, the vimie of 

the gentleman does not preclude him fiom being "pleased by sex with those in bloom" 

(2:6:22). As a whole, the private life of the tme gentleman seems to be both noble and 

pleasant. 

Socrates' account of the true gentleman is obviously designed to appeal to the 

hurnan desire for what is both noble and pleasant. Also, it is worthwhile noting that the 

account of the true gentleman is compatible with the brief description of the good fiend 

that was offered earlier in the conversation (see 2:6:5). The allusion to the good fiiend 

suggests that the account of the true gentleman is also intended as a test to see if 

Cntobulus would respond more positively to an embellished version of the good fiiend. 

If Cntobulus is genuineiy attracted to the good fnend, then he would redise the necessity 

of cultivating the virtue of the true gentleman. But in order to cuhivate the virtue in 



question, he must first know what it consists in. One way to test the extent of Critobuius' 

interest in the good friend then would be to gauge his response to Socrates' deliberately 

vague treatment of the virtue in question. 

Furthemore, the need to re-evaluate Cntobulus' response to the good fiiend 

would be especially relevant given the view that the gentleman is not immune to 

corruption. According to Socrates, human beings are compted by the erotic desire for an 

excess. Although Socrates does not Say how this corruption cornes about, his previous 

account of the use of incantations points to a plausible explanation. In particuiar, the 

example of the Sirens suggested that even legitimate words of praise may mislead the 

listener into forming an exaggerated opinion of himseIf. 

In the present context, the example of the Sirens suggests that the good fnend or 

the mie gentleman may be seduced by seemingly innocent gestures of fiiendship. 

Critobulus' complacent attitude towards fiiendship may, therefore, be a factor in the 

corruption of the good fnend. In the case of the gentleman, the corruption of the erotic 

desires manifests itself in the violent struggle for political supenority. In other words, 

Critobulus' complacency may contribute to the very state of afTairs that he himself 

deplores. Critobulus' ignorance of the self-defeating character of his attitude towards 

fiiendship thus underlines the need to re-evaluate his response to the good fkiend. Not 

surprisingly, Critobulus' subsequent response will prove to be disappointing. That is to 

Say, he will continue to resist the idea of virtue or self-irnprovement, while persisting in 

his self-defeating attitude towards friendship. 



v) Crito bulus' eroticism 

Socrates' concludes the account of the tme gentleman by encouraging Critobulus 

to become "good" (2:6:28). On that condition, Socrates says that he will gladly help 

Critobulus in the hunt for those who are "both noble and good". As a M e r  inducement, 

Socrates says that he is not only expenenced in the hunting of human beings, but that he 

is also an exceptionally passionate lover (2:6:28-29). Socrates' interest in helping 

Critobulus seems to be based in part on the view that Critobulus is not experienced in 

matters of love. As Critobulus is inexperienced, he wodd invariably have trouble dealing 

with the intense passion of love. 

In his response to Socrates' offer, Critobulus not only ignores the condition that he 

must become good, but he reveals that his abiding interest in learning how ta hunt human 

beings is pnmarily motivated by the desire to possess those who are "good in their souls" 

and "beautiful in their bodies" (2:6:30 and 33). Although Critobulus indicates that he 

genuinely admires those who are good, there is nevertheless a distinctively vulgar and 

superficial aspect to his eroticism. Moreover, since he is inexpenenced in love, he 

underestimates the seductive power of those who are both good-natured and beautiful- 

looking. Those who are good are more likely to resist someone like Critobulus who is 

not tmly worthy of their attention. And in so doing, they might induce him to make use 

of unscrupulous means to win their af5ecti0n.~' The possibility that Critobulus rnight be 

tempted to deceive the potential fnend helps to explain why Socrates is also keen to leam 

the names of those to whom Critobulus is attracted (2:6:29). 

Critobulus' irrepressible desire to possess beautiful bodies leads Socrates to dari@ 



and to modifi his offer of assistance. Socrates now says that he will offer himself as a 

go-between. But when he has to speak on Critobulus' behalf, Socrates says that he will 

be able "to accuse" (katei~ein, 2:6:33) Critobulus only of admiring his potential fnend 

and of having good intentions towards him. More cannot be said without deceiving the 

potential fiend. For example, it would be misleading to represent Cntobulus as a 

conventional gentleman, that is, as someone who seeks to surpass his fkiends in helping 

them and his enemies in harming them (2:6:35). Socrates' use of the accusatory term 

implies that Critobulus is responsible for what he is, and that it is not beyond his capacity 

to improve himself. Through his speech, moreover, Socrates not only reveals the current 

limits of his offer to help Critobulus, but he also revises the condition atiached to the 

offer. Cntobulus must now strive to be both good and noble in order to earn Socrates' full 

assistance. The revised condition is appropnate in light of the fact that Critobulus' 

irrepressible desire for beautifid bodies does not discriminate between the good man and 

the conventional gentleman, 

The reinstatement of the conventional, public-spirited gentleman indicates that the 

striving for superiority or the erotic desire to acquire an excess c m o t  be simply 

eradicated. As hurnan relations are invariably political, conflict cannot always be 

avoided. The virtue of the conventional gentleman - helping friends and h m i n g  

enemies -- is, therefore, necessary to the survival of the political cornrnunity. But since 

the erotic desires of the gentleman can be compted by the excessive love of victory or 

glory, the present context suggests that the vulgar but inherently private type of eroticism 

charactensed by Cntobulus may be usehl in difising the eroticisrn, and in so doing 



moderate the political ambitions, of the public-spirited gentleman. So, for instance, while 

Socrates would not encourage a vulgar relationship, his limited offer to help Critobulus 

indicates that he would not necessarily discourage it. 

To Critobulus, Socrates' current limited offer of assistance is naturally 

disappointing. But in expressing his disappointment, Cntobuius shows that he has failed 

to leam the lesson that words of praise however well-intentioned may be potentially 

harniful(2:6:36; also compare 2:6:33 with 2:6:12). This forces Somtes to remind 

Critobulus of the real h m  that false representation does not only to the potential fkiend, 

but to Cntobulus as well as to his go-between. In the course of so doing, Socrates also 

gives a demonstration on how to make good use of praise. 

According to Socrates, words of praise should aim at benefitting the listener by 

encouraging hirn towards self-improvement (2:6:37). Not only should the user of praise 

remark on the good qualities of the listener, but he should also bring to light the 

deficiencies of the listener and point him towards the appropriate path to self- 

improvement. On this view, Socrates has proven himself to be a master of the use of 

praise. For he has remarked on Critobulus' redeeming features and, through the course of 

the conversation, he has also clarified Critobulus' deficiencies. 

Moreover, in his closing speech, Socrates points to a number of activities that 

Critobulus could undertake to improve himself. The list of activities seems designed to 

lead Critobulus to the consideration of improving his skills as a household manager 

(2:6:38). This suggestion is made plausible by the fact that the Oeconornicu~ is devoted 

to Socrates' attempt to teach Critobulus the art of household management. At one point 



in that work, Socrates calls attention to the connection between Critobulus' Iove affairs 

and Critobulus' need for money (Oecon. 2:7). The connection suggests that one way to 

moderate Critobulus' erotic desire would be to show hirn that he needs to pay more 

attention to making money in order to support his love affain. 

vi) C o n c M o n  

At the very end of the conversation Critobuius admits that he wouid be ashamed 

to contradict the points raised in criticism of him. For then he would be speaking "neither 

nobly nor tnily" (2:6:39). By acknowledging these cnticisms, Critobulus indicates that 

he is now more aware of his own deficiencies. As a concluding remark, however, 

Critobulus' admission does not suggest that he is inspired by these criticisms to ixnprove 

himself. The arnbiguity of the concluding remark indicates that the problem of 

Cntobulus' eroticism has not been fully resolved. 

The apparent recalcitrance of Cntobulus' erotic nature seems to be the most 

obvious reason why Socrates offers to help Critobulus. By allowing Cntobulus to rnake 

use of him, Socrates may be able to prevent Critobulus fiom giving in to the ternptation 

of misleading the potential friend. In this way, Socrates would also be benefitting 

Cntobulus' potential fiend. But Socrates' offer to help also indicates that he does not 

regard Critobulus as an unworthy partner in the hunt for good fkiends. 

Through his praise of Critobulus, Socrates acknowledges that Cntobulus 

genuinely admires those who are both beautifid and good. In other words, Critobulus 

may be particularly usehl as a partner in Socrates' hunt for good or potentially good 



souk Since those who are most promising would most likely resist Critobulus' advances, 

the latter would most likely appeal to Socrates for help in those cases when he encounten 

a beautifùl and promising individual. Furthemore, by clarifiing Critobulus' 

understanding of what is tmly desirable, Socrates has in effect made Critobulus a better 

scout in the hunt for good souls. 

We should recall that the conversation with Critobuius is intendeci as an 

illustration of Socrates giving instruction on what sort of fiiends are worth acquiring. 

Cntobulus has turned out, on examination, to be a useful Socratic partner. But 

Critobulus' value as a friend is based partly on Socrates' ability to lead Critobulus to 

confront his fundamental deficiencies. Ultirnately, the conversation with Critobulus deals 

with the question of an individual's worth. According to the Socratic teaching presented 

through the examples of the sculptor and the horse-owner, the test of an individual's 

worth is based on his ability to improve what is given by nature. Through his evaluation 

and improvement of Critobulus, Socrates demonstrates his worth as a teacher and a 

benefactor. 

The Socratic teaching would seem to imply that the test of Socrates' worth as a 

philosopher would consist in his ability to lead the most gifted individuals towards the 

life of philosophy. This would help to explain Socrates' interest in the hunt for good 

souls. But Socrates' interest in the fnendship of the most gifled individuals would also 

put him in a state of potential conflict with the city. In contrast to Socrates, the city 

wishes to transform the most gified individuals into its best citizens, that is, those who 

would sacrifice themselves for the sake of the good of the city. 



In the conversation with Cntobulus, the tension between philosophy and politics 

is reflected in the discussion of the differences between the true gentleman and the 

conventional, public-spirited gentleman. But the discussion also points to a partid 

resolution of the tension between philosophy and the city. By indicating that extreme 

public-spiritedness is not only compting but that this corruption of the gentleman also 

defeats the city's intention of presenhg its fieedorn and dignity, Socrates' account of the 

true gentleman underlines the necessity of maintaining the distinction between the public 

and the private. Without denying the longing for noble, public-spirited action, the 

distinction between the public and the private leaves room for the life of private 

contemplation. 

Finally, through the contrast between Critobulus and the conventional gentleman, 

the conversation also sheds some Iight on the similarities and differences between 

Socrates and both the vulgar erotic lover and the serious, public-spirited gentleman. For 

instance, Socrates' eroticism is similar to Cntobulus' in being inherently private. Unlike 

Critobulus, however, Socrates prefers a good sou1 to a beautifd body. And even though 

Socrates is not a lover of public fame or glory, he is as intense as the senous gentleman in 

pursuing the object of his desire. Perhaps the most significant difference between 

Socrates and the senous gentleman is that Socrates, like Cntobulus, is averse to hanning 

human beings because he is a genuine lover of what is latently or manifestly good in 

human beings. For this reason, Socrates necessarily lacks that part of the gentleman's 

virtue which consists in surpassing his enemies in treating them badly. 



V. Surnmary: Socrates' interaction witb the non-political citizens 

Each of the three companions presented Socrates with a problem that was of 

fundamental importance to his personai life. In each case, Socrates resolved the problem 

by accomrnodating and clarifying the companion's d i n g  prejudice. Moreover, the 

particular companion's d i n g  prejudice not oniy defined the non-political character of his 

life, but it also partiy informed his implicit opposition to the political life of the city. 

Therefore, in clariQing the companion's ruiing prejudice, Socrates d so  helped in each 

case to reconcile him with the political community. 

Aristodemus' search for order and beauv in human life brought him into conflict 

with the religious tradition of the city. By appealing to Aristodemus' love of human 

wisdom, Socrates' teaching on divination led Aristodemus to reconsider his rejection of 

the city's gods. By preying on his wealth, the city's sycophants threatened to undemüne 

Crito's a t tachent  to the democracy. Through Archedemus, Socrates showed Crito that 

his desire for wealth and reputation could be irnproved by enlisting the cooperation of the 

poor but honest democrats. In Cntobulus' case, his desire for the friendship of gentleman 

was hstrated by the political corruption of the public-spirited gentleman. By clarifying 

as well as refining the object of Critobulus' erotic desire, Socrates' account of the true 

gentleman not only d i f i e d  the source of Critobulus' hstration, but it also mitigated 

Critobulus' negative view of the gentleman's participation in the political life of the 

comunity .  

Although Socrates helped in each case to moderate his companion's attitude 

towards the city, he nevertheless showed in deed that he sympathised with the 



cornpanion's fundamental disagreement with the city . Thus, in his conversation with 

Aristodemus, Socrates made no effort to contradict Anstodemus' underlying skepticism 

toward the belief in the city's gods. With Crito and Cntobulus, Socrates discreetly 

undencored his agreement with their respective views about the depiorable political state 

of the city. By not denying the companions' fundamental disagreements with the city, 

Socrates partially vindicated their preference for a private life. 

Furthemore, in his conversations with Cnto and Critcbdus, Socrates indicated 

diat his philosophical aims were in tension with the city's political aspirations. In light of 

this tension, Socrates actions revealed that his interests in the well-being and 

improvement of his companions were dictated in part by the need to ensure the security 

of his way of life, and in part by the desire to fulfil his philosophical aims. Thus, it was 

in his interest not only to cure Aristodemus of his brazen irnpiety, but also to utilise 

Aristodemus' interest in the senous arts to prornote an ediQing vision of philosophy. 

Also, given their long-standing relationship, it was clearly in Socrates' interest to protect 

and enhance the reputation of Crito arnong the democrats. Moreover, it benefitted 

Socrates not only to restrain Cntobulus' vulgar eroticism, but also to re-direct it towards 

the quest for the most promising or gifted individuals. 

Last but not least, Socrates also made use of his conversations with the 

companions to point out practical ways in which the city couid be improved. Through his 

advice to Aristodemus, Socrates indicated that the deficiencies in the religious life of the 

city rnay be corrected by encouraging the practice of prudent self-reliance. The 

conversation with Crito suggested that the conflicts between the rich and the poor may be 



mitigated by the appropriate reforms in the economic and political policies of the 

Athenian democracy. And finally, in his conversation with Critobulus, Socrates indicated 

that the comption of the public-spirited gentleman may be averted by promoting the 

virtues of a noble, private life. Al1 in d l ,  these practical proposals would not only help to 

legitimise Socrates' way of life among the non-philosophic citizens, but their 

implementation would also help to make the city more hospitable to philosophy. 



Accordhg to Vlastos, Aristodemus' public behavior "speaks eloquentiy for the 
wide margin of deviant religious belief and practice that was tolerated in Athens" 
(Vlastos, Socrates: IrQnist and Moral Pmoso- [Ithaca, N.Y., 19911, p.295). It 
may be true that the Athenians were fairly tolerant. But the Athenian public is 
aiso known to have been quite fickle. Moreover, Xenophon suggests that 
Anstodemus started behaving in this way only recently. In other words, one 
cannot predict what the Athenians would have done if Aristodernus should have 
persisted in this kind of behavior. 

Plato m s i u m  173 b. 

Plato Phaedo 1 1 Sb-1 1 8a. 

A sirnilar criticism of Socrates is reported in Plato's Çleitophon. 

Following Hude's edition of the Mcmorabilia, Amy Bonnette's translation of this 
particular passage reads: "Upon observing that the latter neither sacrificed to the 
gods when he was not engaged in a battle ..." (1 :4:2). Bonnette notes, however, 
that Hude himself questions the addition of the line "when he was not engaged in 
a battle." Strauss, Xenophon's Socrates (Ithaca, N.Y., 1972), p.22, does not refer 
to this line in his interpretation of the conversation. In any case, the status of the 
line would not affect our analysis of the conversation. 

Plato's Svmwsium (1 73b) also calls attention to Aristodemus' deformity. 

Strauss, Xenophon's Socrates, p.25, calls attention to the fact that Socrates does 
not say that the gods hear everything. 

When Xenophon first introduces the true associates, Cnto's name is mentioned 
first, and in the Greek text Crito's name is separated fiom the other true associates 
(see 1 :2:48). 

Plato, however, makes it known that Cnto never quite appreciated Socrates' 
philosophical way of life (Euthydemus 304d-307c). See also Leo Strauss, Studies 
i P t '  la onic Political p h i l o s o ~ h ~  (Chicago, I983), p.68 and p.7 1. n 

Crito here uses a phrase that is identical to the one Socrates uses to describe the 
just man in Plato's Republiç (433ab). Also, the subsequent discussion of dogs and 
wolves is similar to Plato's treatrnent of the degeneration of the auxiliaries 



See Mem. 3 :4:8. Also, Xenophon's Oeconomicus (especially chapters 1 2- 1 4) 
contains a discussion of how the skilled household manager govems his 
subordinates. Crito's inability to deal with his enemies is an indication that he is 
not tmly a skilled household manager (see Oecon. 1 : 14- 1 5). This would help to 
explain why the task of educating Critobulus fdls on Socrates instead. 

C. Anton, "Notes" in Xenophpn's Mem-bilia of Socrates, p.270: "Life, 
indeed, was harassing and Ml of trouble at Athens, on account of the 
s w m  of sycophants or informers, whom the people permitted to accuse 
and harass the better class, erroneously thinking that it tended to preserve 
the purity of their democracy." For a brief discussion of the dynamics of 
class conflict during Xenophon's time, see Steven Johnstone, "Vimious 
Toil, Vicious Work: Xenophon on Aristocratie Style" in Classical 
PhiloIoey (1 994), vo1.89, no.3, pp.22 1-225. 

The situation of Charmides is a case in point; cf. Xenophon's Symposium (4:3 1- 
34). 

This description of Archedemus recalls the unnamed accuser's perspective on 
justice, see Mem. 1 :2:56-57. 

Consider, for exarnple, the situation of Eutherus in Mem. 2:8: 1-6. 

According to C. Anton, the Archedernus of the Mernorabdia is the same as 
the one referred to in the Hellenica (C. Anton, "Notes" in Xenophon's 
Memorabilia of Socrates, p.27 1). 

To irnprove Hiero's regime, Simonides offers this advice (Xenophon Hiero 92-4). 

Paul Friedlander, Plat0 vo1.2 (Princeton, 1958), tram. by H. Meyerhoff. 
p. 193, refers to Cnto as "one of the benevolent capitalists." 

This is the only conversation Xenophon has with Socrates in the Memorabilia. 
Also, this conversation is the first of the series introduced in the recollections 
proper. 

See Xenophon Oeconomicus 1 1 :3-6. 

Strauss, Xenophon's Socrates, p.46, notes that piety and prudence are not 
mentioned in the description of the good fkiend. For an alternative 
description of the good fiend, see Mem. 2:4:6-7. 



23. Xenophon SymOosim 8:20. 

24. In Xenophon's m o s i u m  (4: 1 1 - 1 a), Critobulus says that he relies on his 
beauty to make fi-iends. 

25. Recall Archedemus' defense of Crito in Mem. 2:9:8. 

26. For an alternative discussion of this pari of  the exchange between Socrates 
and Cntobulus, see Donald Momson, "On Professor Vlastos' Xenophon" 
in Ancient Puoso&y ( 1  987) vo1.7, pp. 17-1 8. 

27. Or consider the case of Araspas who lost control of himseif when he fell in 
love with the beautifid Panthea (Xenophon mcpaedia 6: 1 :3 1-37). 



Chapter Four 

JVicomachides. the Youneer PericJes 
pnd Charmides 

1. Introduction 

By the political citizens, we mean those who are depicted in the Memorabilia as 

acnial or aspiring military or political leaders of the city. Most of Socrates' conveaatioh 

with these citizens are recorded in the first seven chapten of book three which contains 

fouteen chapters. It is introduced by a brief but noteworthy editorial statement: "Tht he 

benefitted those who longed for the noble things by making them take trouble about what 

they longed for-this 1 shall now describe" (3: 1 : 1). Since the editorial statement seems to 

apply equally well to some of the conversations in the latter half of book three, it is 

perhaps safe to say that Xenophon is here treating politicai ambition as only one 

significant manifestation of the longing for the noble things.' In other words, Xenophon 

seems to leave open to question whether the political fife is the most choiceworthy way of 

life or the necessary culmination of the longing for the noble things.' 

The editorial statement also indicates that the political citizens in question failed 

or neglected to make the necessary efforts to realize their ambitions. They were therefore 

in need of some guidance or instruction. With regard to Socrates' interaction with these 

citizens, it is relevant to recall the charge that Socrates was responsible for the political 

crimes of Critias and Alcibiades (see 1 :2: 12). Charactenzed by Xenophon as %e most 

. . honor-loving" @hllotirnotat6oant6n-- 1 :2: 14) of al1 the Athenians, both Critias and 



Alcibiades are the extreme examples of the political citizens. In view of this charge, it is 

particularly important for us to be aiert to the difficulties Socrates encounters in his 

dealings with the political citizens as these may serve as instructive indicators of the 

problems specific to the education of the politically ambitious. 

The first three chapters of book three involve conversations with individuais who 

are not named, whereas the subsequent four chapters each involve an individual who is 

either well-known or bears a characteristic narne. For the purposes of this chapter we 

shall examine Socrates' interaction with three of the named political citizens: 

Nicomachides, the younger Pericles and Chamides. 

Nicomachides and the younger Pencles are depicted as being somewhat 

disenchanted with the city. Nicomachides, a veteran soldier, is bitterly disappointed at 

not being elected general. He is, moreover, furious at the Athenians for electhg a 

wealthy businessman with little military experience. The younger Pencles, on the other 

hand, has just been elected general. He is, however, painfully aware and deeply cntical 

of the general decline and moral corruption of the city. In his anempt to reconcile each 

man to his respective situation, Socrates adopts the role of a defender of the city. Thus 

the examination of Socrates' conversations with these men may shed M e r  light on his 

attitude towards the Athenian democracy. 

The conversation with Charmides, however, seems to cal1 into question Socrates' 

defense of the Athenian democracy. Of al1 the political citizens in book three, Charmides 

is perhaps the most significant. He was not only an acknowledged associate of Socrates, 

but he was also the neghew of Critias and, like his uncle, he played a leading role in die 



overthrow of the Athenian democracy in 404 B.C. That a good deal of the conversation 

with Charmides should revolve around his attitude towards the Athenian dernos is 

therefore not Iikely to be mere coincidence. Here, Socrates tries to persuade C h m i d e s  

to take a more active role in the affairs of the Athenians. But Socrates does this by 

demeaning the character of the m. Consequently, we are led to wonder if this 

conversation might shed some light on Charmides' subsequent rejection of the 

democracy. In particular, we shall have to ask whether Socrates' derogatory remarks 

about the dernos were necessary to overcome Charmides' distaste for democratic politics. 

In this connection, we shail also have to reflect on the implications of Socrates' apparent 

failure to persuade Chmides. 

II. Nicomachides 

i) Introduction 

Set against the background of the city's election of its generals, the conversation 

with Nicomachides deals in part with the potentially destructive consequences of the 

intense rivalry for leadership (see 2:6: 1 8-2 1 and 3 5 :  19). Nicomachides, whose name 

rneans victonous fighter, is an ambitious citizen-soldier who aspires to be a general. True 

to the spirit of his name, Nicornachides takes exceptional pride in his accomplishments 

on the battlefield. For that reason he is especially angry at the city for electing a rival 

who has no military achievement to speak of. Nicomachides' situation commands 

attention because it points to the city's inability to satisQ the competing claims for honor 

or recognition. Indeed, when Nicomachides impugns the judgement of the assembly 



which elected his rival, he in effect calls into question the integrity of the democratic 

regime and its practices. Thus, in order tu address Nicomachides' situation, Socrates has 

to confiont this implicit cnticism of the Athenian democracy. 

ii) Nicomachides and Antisthenes 

The conversation opens with Socrates wually asking Nicomachides who were 

the generals elected. As Nicomachides has just departed fiom the elections, it is highly 

unlikely that Socraies could have failed to notice that Nicomachides does not bear the 

proud countenance of a man who has succeeded to the generdship. Socrates' question, 

which expresses interest in the victoa oniy, seems rather insensitive in view of 

Nicomachides' apparent defeat. Perhaps it is Socrates' intention to provoke 

Nicomachides in the hope that after the latter has vented his frustration he would be more 

amenabte to a sober discussion. 

In any case, the question produces an immediate outburst fiom Nicomachides who 

proceeds to blame "the Athenians" for behaving in what he regards as a typically 

arbitrary fashion (3:4: 1). Nicomachides is consequently not entirely surpnsed that the 

assembly has rejected him in favor of Antisthenes, a wealthy businessrnan. But as 

regards this cornplaint, it is perhaps germane to note Nicomachides' silence on the 

election of the other generals. For this silence could be a token of his tacit approval of 

the selection of those generals. If that is the case, then Nicomachides may not be in total 

disagreement with the city. Thus, while his initial reaction may seem extreme, 

Nicornachides may in fact have been quite willing hitherto to tolerate the questionable 



conduct of the people. That is to Say, he only takes special umbrage at the Athenians now 

mainly because they have elected Antisthenes. 

Nicomachides is convinced that he is more deserving of the generalship than 

Antisthenes. During his long service in the infantry, Nicomachides has had the 

expenence of commanding a Company as well as a regiment. More importantly, he is 

confident that he has proven his mettle in combat, a fact he emphasizes by displaying his 

battle scats to Socrates. To Nicomachides, courage, fighting ability and, above dl, pst 

sacrifices are essentid elements of a man's military credentials. Antisthenes, in contrast, 

has never served in the infantry, nor has he distinguished himself in the cdvary.' From 

Nicomachides' standpoint, Antisthenes "understands nothing other than how to gather 

wealth" (3:4: 1). This contemptuous remark is no doubt intended to suggest that 

Antisthenes is solely devoted to persona1 profit and is, therefore, not the sort who would 

engage in acts of heroic self-sacrifice. 

On the ba i s  of this initial contrast, Nicornachides appears to have a legitimate 

cornplaint against the city. At first sight, Antisthenes' election does seem rather dubious, 

especially fiom a strictly rnilitary perspective. But, by the same token, it is not at al1 clear 

that what Nicomachides has said on his own behalf is sufficient to qualiv him for the 

generalship (see, for example, Socrates' characterization of the competent general in 

3 : I :6-7). Yet, so long as the imrnediate question of Antisthenes' election goes 

unresolved, Nicomachides would continue to beiieve that he has been unjustly deprived 

of the generalship. Consequently he would not feel the need, nor the justification, to 

review his suitability for the office. 



iii) Socrates' defense of Antisthenes 

Confronted with Nicomachides' grievance, Socrates h t  addresses 

Nicomachides' evident disdain for money-making. Provided that Antisthenes is able to 

supply the needs of the soldiers, Socrates says, his business capacity would be a good or 

usefûl thing. Nicomachides, however, denies this by claiming in effect that the ability to 

make money is not an essential attribute of the general. But he is mistaken in assuming 

that Socrates had suggested othenvise. Socrates, in fact, had merely treated Antisthenes' 

business capacity as a relevant consideration. Indeeà, Socrates will later suggest that 

Antisthenes' wealth as such may have been a crucial factor leading to his election (see 

3:4:3). 

Since rnilitaxy campaigns are costly &airs, the rich citizens are naturaily in the 

best position to help d e h y  the costs of these carnpaigns. Short of using force, the city 

has to find some means to induce the rich to contribute to them. In Antisthenes' case, the 

city rnay have been confionted with the choice of acceding to his ambition for high office 

or fiustrating it, and so risk losing his generous sponsorship. Thus, the generalship may 

have been awarded to Antisthenes in exchange for the opportunity to exploit his weaith. 

Such an exchange nonetheless involves the city in a dilemrna. Citizens like 

Nicomachides would not readily appreciate such a mercenary policy; nor is it in the 

interest of the city to project a crass, materialistic image of itself. 

Rather, the city seeks to establish itself as an object of reverence worthy of the 

greatest sacrifices. To that end, it fosters the sort of heroic attitude held by 

Nicomachides. Still, the city cannot realistically afford to ignore the claims of citizens 



like Antisthenes. Generally speaking, Nicomachides' quarrel with Antisthenes evokes 

the conflict between two significant but competing ways of life, namely, the warrior's 

and the economist's. A democracy is vulnerable to the problem of adjudicating the 

competing claims of its citizens. Moreover, in the case of Athens, the fact of its empire 

shows that the city desires both wealth and glory, which are not, strictly speakmg, 

compatible goals. The problem confionting the city is, in a sense, one of its own making; 

it reflects a lack of agreement on what constitutes the City's highest good. 

The initial defense of Antisthenes points to a fùndamentai problem that 

underscores the urgent need for compromise. Nicomachides' rejection of that defense 

indicates that such a compromise cannot be achieved on the basis of mere utility. 

Socrates is thus obliged to renew his defense by characterizing Antisthenes as  being "also 

a :over of victory" (3:4:3). Besides its appeal to Nicomachides' victory promising name, 

this characterization is most likely intended to show that Antisthenes is not averse to war. 

Furthemore, to support it Socrates refers to Antisthenes successful record as  rhoramis. 

Nicomachides is, not surprisingly, unimpressed, for he sees no similarity between leading 

a choir and leading an army. 

In spite of Nicomachides' objection, Socrates goes on to Say that Antisthenes 

succeeded because he was able to find the best experts in Song and dance. The logic of 

this argument leads Nicomachides to infer correctly that as regards the army Antisthenes 

would have to find some experts to comrnand and others to fight. Nicomachides is 

obviously not prepared to accept such a seemingly absurd situation not least because he 

still regards the generalship fiom a conventional perspective. For that reason, he is not 



aware that Socrates has implicitiy introduced a distinction between leading and ruling. In 

this context, Antisthenes' generalship is no longer comprehensible fiom the conventionai 

point of view since he is not even expected to be actually leading the army. 

So as not to leave Nicomachides with any doubts, Socrates States in no uncertain 

terms that "over whatever a man presides, if he knows what is needed and is able to 

procure it, he will be a good president whether it is a chorus, a household, a city, or an 

army that he presides over" (3:4:6). This is, to be sure, a rather astonishing thesis. 

Socraîes has vimially elevated Antisthenes beyond the status of a mere general. For, 

according to this thesis, Antisthenes has the capacity to rule over an entire city; that is to 

Say, his status is now comparable to that of a supreme legislator, or even that of a king.4 

The thesis, however, provokes a rather surprishg but revealing response fiom 

Nicomachides: "By Zeus, Socrates, 1 should never have thought to hear you say that 

good household managers would be good generals!" (3:4:6). Nicomachides apparently 

regards the equation of good househoId managers with good generals as the more radical 

implication of the Socratic thesis. Indeed, he treats the equation so senously that fiom 

here on he ceases to concern himself with Antisthenes; that is, he no longer cares to 

indulge his indignation in the criticism of the latter. By radicalizing his defense of 

Antisthenes, Socrates has in effect forced Nicomachides to confiont a more serious 

challenge to his daim to the generalship. 



iv) Nicomachides' defense of the wamor's way of life 

In ternis of the equation he imputes to the Socrates thesis, Nicornachides clearly 

assumes that good household managers are different fiom, and even opposed to, good 

generals. From his standpoint the good general seems to be most clearly and 

unequivocally defined in direct contrast with the good household manager. In other 

words, Nicomachides not only assumes that he knows what a good household manager is, 

but he tacitly acknowledges that he is not one as a consequence of his claim to the 

generalship. As is most likely, his ardent pursuit of military honors has led him to 

neglect his pnvate &airs. As the highest military office, the generdship represents the 

peak or the ultimate filfilment of Nicomachides' longing for the noble things. Thus, by 

collapsing the distinction between good household managers and good generals, the 

Socratic thesis necessady undermines the exclusivity and superionty of that way of life 

which for Nicomachides culminates in the generdship. 

Because Nicomachides is no doubt eager to refute the Socratic thesis, he readily 

accepts Socrates' invitation to review the activities of both the household manager and 

the general. Thereafter, Socrates proceeds to enurnerate seven activities that 

Nicomachides grants are similar for both household manager and general. These 

activities show that it is incumbent on both to take a serious and constant interest in the 

management of their subordinates and in the solicitation of extemal helpers or allies. 

Nicomachides is thus forced to acknowledge the household manager's capacity to rule. 

Yet his subsequent response shows that he regards ruling as neither the distinctive nor the 

highest activity of the general. 



After agreeing to the similarities pointed out by Socrates, Nicomachides inte rjects 

to remark that fighting is not common to both the household manager and the general. 

Fighting as such turns out to be what Nicomachides considers the principal element 

distinguishing the general from the household manager. Wa., it follows, is the primary 

and rnost meaningful activity of the general; and the good general cornes to sight as the 

most excellent warrior. Given the contrast intended by Nicornachides, the household 

manager must be devoted to activities that are primarily peaceful. This would M e r  

imply that ruling, from Nicomachides' perspective, is essentially an activity that is aimed 

at fostering p e a ~ e . ~  

To counter Nicomachides' objection, Socrates says that the household manager, 

like the general, is bound to have enemies; hence it would be to his advantage to 

overcome thern. But even though Nicomachides agrees with this, it is clear that Socrates' 

argument fails to meet Nicomachides' objection. The argument does not entai1 that the 

household manager is a wanior. At best Socrates' argument proves that the household 

manager needs the skills or the services of the wanior. Accordingly, Nicomachides is 

nght to point out that Socrates has failed to show how the art of household management 

will be a benefit when it is necessary to fight. If, as Nicomachides implies, the art in 

question does not equip one to fight, then the household manager is ultimately dependent 

on the warrior for his defense. And unless Socrates resolves the question of this 

dependency, Nicomachides would be in the position to reafirm his belief in the 

supenonty of the warrior's way of life. 



v) Socrates' defense of the art of household management 

According to Socrates, the art of household management is the most beneficial 

because it guarantees the greatest likelihood of success in war. 

For the good household manager knowing that nothing is as 
profitable and gainhl as k ing  victorious over the enemy, and 
nothing as unprofitable and costly a s  being defeated, will eagerly 
seek out and fumish what is advantageous for victory, and 
attentively examine and guard against what brings defeat; and if 
he sees that his preparations are such as  to bring victory he will 
fight energetically, and, what is not the least important, if he is 
unprepared he will guard against joining battle. (3:4: 1 1) 

Although Socrates continues to beg the question concerning the martial ability of 

the household manager, his aim here is clearly to show that fighting ability alone is not 

sufficient to achieve success in war. The rational and practical abilities of the good 

household manager is just as important in securing victory, if not more so. Thus, insofar 

as they both seek to gain the advantage over a cornmon enemy, the warrior and the good 

household manager are bound together in a relation of mutual dependence. 

But by associating victory with profit, the good household manager not ody 

rationalizes the understanding of war, but transforms it into an economic activity. War, 

on this view, cannot be regarded as an end in itself; and fighting accordingly ceases to be 

an intrinsically choice worthy activity. Furthemore, even though the good household 

manager is not averse to war, he is always mindfùl of the grave consequences of defeat. 

He is, therefore, more likely to avoid conflict and to seek other avenues of profit. In other 

words, the good household manager possesses the ability to benefit others in war and in 



peace. In this regard, the good household manager proves to be superior to even the most 

excellent warrior. 

Having exposed the limitations of the warrior's way of life, Socrates ends the 

conversation by telling Nicornachides not to despise "men skilled at household 

management ." 

For attending to public affairs diners only in terrns of multitude 
fiom attending to pnvate ones ... those who attend to public flairs 
do not use any other human beings than those whom they use in 
private affairs when managing their households. And those who 
understand how to use these human beings fare nobly &alOs) both 
in private and in public; and those who do not understand strike 
false notes -elousü in both. (3:4: 12) 

With these remarks Socrates m e r  clarifies the thesis he had stated in defense of 

Antisthenes (see 3:4:6). Here Socrates makes it more explicit that he is treating the good 

household manager as the mode1 of the good d e r .  As is suggested by the contmst with 

the one who does not understand how to use human beings, the good household manager 

is distinguished by his ability to produce order and concord arnong his subordinates. 

The account of the good household manager, however, seems to entail, at least in 

theory, the collapse of the distinction between the pnvate and the public. For in t ems  of 

the use of human beings ruling a household is not fimdarnentally different fiom ruling an 

army. But it should be obvious that a general is elected to rule an army made up of fiee, 

male citizens-Ais political equals. By ignonng the fact of election, the account of the 

good household manager thus seems to deny the democratic notions of freedom and 



Yet? in his concluding remarks, Socrates constantly refers to the distinction 

between the pnvate and the public. This seems to suggest that Socrates does not envisage 

the destruction of that distinction in practice. Perhaps the best way of resolving this 

ambiguity is to consider the account of the good household manager as a discreet attempt 

to address a serious, practicai problem with the Athenian democracy. In this regard, it is 

relevant to note that Socrates has yet to resolve Nicomachides' quarrel with the Athenians 

who rejected his bid for the generdship (see 3:4:1). In view of Nicomachides' anitude 

towvds the Athenians, the account of the good household manager may be aimed at 

helping Nicomachides refine his judgement of them. As the Athenian democracy is made 

up of household managers, the account teaches him to distinguish the good ones fiom the 
I 

bad, Socrates does not therefore deny Nicomachides' doubts about the Athenians. 

Rather, he helps Nicornachides to see that the questionable conduct of the city is due in 

no smdl  measure to the influence of bad househoid managers in the democracy. If 

Nicomachides wishes to improve the regime, he should give his support to the class of 

good household managers. Thus, instead of denouncing Antisthenes' election, 

Nicomachides should regard it as a fortuitou event that might help to improve the city. 

vi) Conclusion 

The account of the good household manager is used ïnitially to overcome 

Nicomachides' determined but nonetheless self-defeating resistance to the defense of 

Antisthenes. As the latter is an elected general, it would be foolish for Nicomachides to 

question or to oppose his authority. Nicomachides resents Antisthenes because he 



believes that the generalship should be reserved for deserving wamors like himself. 

While Socrates agrees that the wanior performs a necessary role in the city, his account 

of the household manager shows that Nicomachides over-estimates the importance and 

hence the worth of the warrior. Conversely, Nicomachides grossly under-estimates the 

role of the household manager. Thus, his resentrnent of Antisthenes is as unreasonable as 

his anger with the city for electing Antisthenes. 

Socrates invariably undemines Nicomachides' c l a h  to the generalship by 

casting doubt on his belief in the superiority of the warrior. But by drawing an implicit 

distinction between the warrior and the generdj Socrates helps Nicomachides to see that 

in order to become worthy of the generalship he has to transcend the narrow horizon of 

the warrior and to adopt the more comprehensive perspective of the good household 

manager. And even if Nicomachides is not entirely convinced by Socrates' arguments, 

he cannot simply dismiss the claims about the ruling abilities of the good household 

manager. By thus compelling Nicomachides to take these claims senously, Socrates 

would have succeeded in making him take more trouble about what he longed for. 

As an extension of his defense of Antisthenes, Socrates' account of the good 

household manager lends the impression that Socrates is defending the democracy even 

as it yields upon closer scrutiny a radical critique of the regime. And in view of its 

radical implications, that account is not likely to be one that the city would fully 

appreciate or accept. This, however, implies that the city or, more precisely, the 

democracy would not be able rationally to resolve the problem of the competing claims 

for honor or recognition. But by exposing the intractability of this problem, Socrates' 



account of the good howehold manager also shows that the cultivation of good household 

managers may be the most practical and sensible means of moderating the fûndarnental 

conflicts within the city. 

Socrates clearly aims to improve rather than to subvert the regime by advancing 

the good household manager as the mode1 of the good d e r .  Moreover, the knowledge 

and practice of household management is said to enable one to fare nobly both in private 

and in public. The life of the good household manager thus appears to be complete and 

self-sufficient with respect to the noble things. It seems, accordingly, to be the most 

choiceworthy way of life. There are, however, indications that the life of the good 

household manager may not be as fûlfilling as it is made out to be in the conversation 

with Nicomachides. In the first place, Socrates suggests that it only as a class that the 

good household manager can hope to moderate the intemal conflicts afflicting the city. 

In the second place, Socrates omits to Say here that "those intending to manage 

households and cities nobly are in need of divination" (1 : 1 :7). As this is a criticai 

omission, it raises serious doubts about whether the life of the good household manager is 

tmly complete and self-sufficient. 

III. The Younger Pericles 

i) Introduction 

Pericles is a newly elected general, and in a brief editorial note Xenophon 

underlines the fact that he is the son of Pericles, the great Athenian statesmad 

Xenophon thus indicates that the reputation and influence of the father has some bearing 



on Socrates' conversation with the son. To start with, it would seem most likely that the 

city has elected the son in the hope that he will prove to be at least as good a leader as his 

father. Afier all, in prefemng the achievernents of his generation to those of his 

ancestors, the elder Pericles fostered the belief that the present is supenor to the pst? In 

keeping with this vision of progress would be the view that the young should realize, if 

not exceed, the expectations or unfulfilled ambitions of their elders.1° 

The younger Pencles, however, longs to recover the city's ancient virtue and 

glory. So while he may be as arnbitious as his father, he seems to have a radicaily 

different conception of what is good for the city. And uniike his father, be is doubtful of 

his own abilities partly because he harbors deep misgivings about the city's prospects in 

the war against Sparta. As this conversation concems Socrates' attempt to deal with the 

difficulties of the younger Pencles, these initial considerations suggest that it would 

involve some cntical cornrnents on the leadership of the elder statesman. 

ii) The problem of fear 

Socrates apparently approves of Pericles' election as he begins the conversation 

by expressing his hope that with Pericles as general the city "will both be better and more 

farnous in matters of war, and will vanquish its enernies" ( 3 5 :  1). Socrates has evidently 

overstated Pericles' potential but his intention may be to elicit Pericles' reaction to this 

high expectation of his leadership. For his part, Pericles seems to be overwhelmed by the 

task set before him. He tells Socrates that although he wishes for these changes, he is 

unable to discern how they might corne about. 



In response to Pericles' uncertainty, Socrates proposes that they should "by 

arguing" (dial~eizomenoi, 3 5 :  1) about these things consider what is feasible." The 

proposa1 seems to cal1 for some form of debate. Perhaps, such a procedure would 

encourage Pericles to make the most compelling case for his irnplicitly negative view of 

the city's future. This exercise would allow Socrates to assess Pericles' understanding of 

the situation confionting the city. And by rebutiing Pericles, Socrates may then help him 

to revise his opinion about the city's prospects. 

Having gained Pericles' assent, Socrates proceeds to compare the Athenians with 

the Boeotians. It is striking that Socrates should choose to focus on the Boeotians instead 

of the Spartans, who are the principal antagonists of the Athenians. But in view of 

Pencles' pessimism, perhaps it is Socrates' intention to begin with a less formidable 

threat to the Athenians. At any rate, the cornparison leads Pericles to acknowledge that 

the Athenians are by far superior to the Boeotians. Nevertheless, Pencles goes on to raise 

the objection that since the Athenians have suffered two major defeats at the hands of the 

Boeotians, they now regard themselves as inferior and are even fearful of an invasion. 

For the Boeotians have become so exalted that they are now prepared even without the 

aid of allies to attack the city. 

Pendes' objection raises potentially troubling questions about the political and 

military policies of the city. The two major battles - the fxst at Coronea in 446 B.C. and 

the second at Deliwn in 424 B.C. -- both concerned Athens' attempt to impose her 

hegemony on the B~eotians. '~ The objection thus seems to question the wisdom of the 

city's imperial ambition. Furthemore, both defeats were suffered on land. As Athens is 



an established naval power, the objection points to a significant weakness in the city's 

military capabilities. Moreover, as the city's naval supremacy is intimately connected to 

the ascendancy of the democracy, the weakness of the Athenian army suggests a 

corresponding decline in the traditional non-democratic elements in the city. 

Although Socrates concurs with the observation that the Athenians are in a fearfiil 

state, he maintains that the situation is far fiom being desperate. "It seems to me that the 

disposition of the city is now more acceptable to a good man who d e s  it. For 

confidence implants neglect, easygoingness and disobedience, while fear makes people 

more attentive, more obedient, and more orderly" ( 3 5 5 ) .  As a case in point, Socrates 

cites the behavior of sailors who though unruly when there is nothing to fear are 

exceedingly well-behaved when a storm or an attack is imminent. A good ruler should, 

accordingly, be able to turn the people's fear to an advantage. Here, Socrates seems to be 

alluding to the extraordinary leadership of the elder Pericles. The example of the sailors 

reinforces the allusion as it is well known that the elder statesman placed great emphasis 

on the might of the Athenian navy.13 

Still, Socrates' reference to the sailon is p d i n g  in light of the fact that die 

military situation described by Pericles stresses the role of the army, not the navy. If the 

reference to the sailors is to be relevant to the military situation, then Socrates might be 

proposing here the possibility of reorganizing the army by enlisting the poorer citizens." 

Such a proposa1 would, moreover, bring about a fbndarnental shift away fiom the elder 

Pericles' policy of investing in the navy. In dl ,  the allusion to the elder Pericies seems to 

serve the purpose of inspiring the younger Pericles by reminding him of his father's 



singular leadership, while at same time prompting him to consider a strategy that would 

entai1 a significant revision of his father's guiding policy. 

Pericles, however, is not fully satisfied with Socrates' perspective on the situation. 

Although he grants that the Athenians are now willing to obey out of fear, he wishes to 

know how to revive in them "the passionate longing for the ancient virtue, fame and 

happiness" (357). He apparently envisages more than what the practical, military 

situation might demand. For the situation, as he himself has depicted it, calls for a 

solution to the threat of an invasion. Within that context, Socrates' proposal of an 

expanded army may be sufficient in ternis of the need to prepare the Athenians to mount 

an adequate defense. But insofa. as the Athenians are cornpelled to defend themselves, 

they are lacking in freedom. Moreover, Socrates' proposa1 does not preclude the 

Athenians fiom reverting to a disorderly state once the threat has passed. Hence. 

Pericles' desire to foster the longing for virtue seems to reflect a desire for the Athenians 

to act in a constant fashion fiom choice rather than necessity. 

iii) The desire for wealth 

Instead of speaking directly to Pericles' interest in emobling the Athenians, 

Socrates curiously prefaces his reply with an exarnple that appeals to the vulgar desire 

for wealth. 

If then, on the one hand, we wished them to lay daim to the wealth 
held by othea, we would show hem that it is their patrimony and 
belongs to them, and it is in this way especially that we would set 
them on the path to claiming it. Since, on the other hand, we want 
them to strive for pre-eminence along with virtue, we must show 



them that this in tum, has fiom long ago belonged most to them, 
and by striving for it they would be best of dl. ( 3 5 8 ) .  

At first glance Socrates seems to be suggesting that the desire for virtue can be brought 

about as easily as the desire for wealth. But such a proposition would seem to be too 

good to be m e .  Furthemore, by associating the desire for virtue with the desire for 

weaith, Socrates seerns to be treating vimie here as a means rather than as  an end in itselt 

This would perhaps help to explain why Socrates speaks in tenns of the desire for "pre- 

eminence along with virtue" (tou met' proteuein) and not simply of the desire for 

pre-eminence in virtue. 

As a whole, Socrates' curious reply would seern more appropriate as a set of 

preliminary remarks aimed at stimulating discussion on the question of reviving the 

desire for virtue. At the very least, its apparent ambiguity should alert Pericles to the 

possibility that Socrates is not fully prepared to speak directly and unequivocally to his 

chief concern. For this reason, Pericles' subsequent response is significant in that it helps 

to shed some light on why Socrates takes such a cautious, circumlocutory approach to 

Pencles' interest in ennobling the Athenians. Pericles, as it turns out, displays no 

awareness of the arnbiguity in Socrates' reply. Moreover, he is not in the least intrigued 

by Socrates' cornments on the desire for wealth. 

Rather, Pericles' response shows that he is concerned exclusively with Socrates' 

treatment of the desire for virtue. It betrays what would now seem like a characteristic 

inclination to depreciate the low or usefil things. For his indifference to Socrates' 

comrnents on the desire for wealth is consistent with his unenthusiastic response to 



Socrates' practical treatment of the problem of fear. Pericles' single-minded pursuit of 

the noble things seems to lead him to overlook or to ignore their possible comection with 

the useful things. Consequendy, some of the things he is likely to dismiss as extrinsic to 

his purpose rnay well prove on reflection to be helpfùl to his quest for the noble things. 

In view of this analysis of Pericles' response, it would be reasonable to assume 

that Socrates' treatrnent of the desire for wealth bars  some relevance to Pericles' interest 

in fostering the desire for virtue. To begin with, the desire for wealth can only be 

satisfied by the acquisition of wealth. But to have a desire is one thing, to satisfy it 

another. The desire, however, leads one to seek the means necessary to sat ise  it. And to 

satisfy the desire for wealth one rnay be led to adopt certain practices that would accord 

with the demands of vimie. Self-control, for example, would seem to be a means 

necessary to the satisfaction of both the desire for wealth and the desire for virtue. In 

other words, the foundation for virtue rnay be laid by appealing to the desire for wealth. 

Now, since Pendes aspires to ennoble the Athenians, it rnay be far more practical 

for him to initiate this project by making or including an appeal to a passion that is most 

likely io be shared by the vast majority of the citizens. Such a strategy rnay nonetheless 

have its limitations. Many of the citizens rnay corne to appreciate virtue as only a means. 

But the strategy does not preclude the possibility that some of them rnay corne to cherish 

virtue for its own sake. At al1 events, such a strategy is compatible with the immediate 

requirernent of encouraging as many citizens as possible to pursue the practice of virtue. 



iv) The ancestral way of life 

As the practical value of the lesson on wealth appears to be lost on Pencles, 

Socrates has no recourse but to accommodate Pericles' demand to know how they might 

teach the Athenians about the vimie of their ancestors. In reply, Socrates says that they 

might do so by reminding the Athenians that 'Weir most ancient ancestors of whom we 

hear were, as they themselves have heard, the most excellent" (359) .  Socrates thus 

appeals to a tradition that, while farniliar to the Athenians, has been partly forgotten or 

compted through neglect. Furthemore, he makes it clear that the excellent reputation of 

the earliest ancestors is based on hearsay; that is, it is not necessarily true. In so doing, he 

implies that the history of the ancestors may be manipulated so as to accommodate the 

needs of the present day Athenians. 

On the basis of Socrates' reference to the earliest ancestors, Pericles draws the 

inference that Socrates hirnself meant to refer to "the judgement of the gods which 

Cecrops and his men delivered on account of their virtue" ( 3 5 :  10). This is the only time 

in the conversation that the gods are mentioned.Is Pericles seems to imply that virtue is 

dear to and hence supported by the gods. His statement, however, is phrased in such a 

way that it accentuates the excellence of the ancestors rather than the favor of the gods. 

In particular, it calls attention to the judgement that established the goddess Athena as the 

patron deity of the city. 

Although Pendes mentions Cecrops, the legendary first king of Athens, his 

statement implies that the founding of the city was a collective enterprise.16 Along with 

the stress on the virtue of the ancestors, this M e r  implies that Pericles is of the view 



that the original political community was an aristocratie one. Aiso, the election of 

Athena entailed the rejection of Poseidon, god of the sea. In symbolic tems, this wodd 

seem to suggest that the earliest anceston did not aspire to become masten of the sea. 

Accordingly, the emergence of the city as both a democracy and a maritime power wouid 

seem to signiQ a radical break with the ancestral way of life. 

The invocation of the earliest ancestors thus contains elements that are potentidly 

critical of the democracy. This partly explains why, in his response to Pencles' 

imputation, Socrates proceeds to broaden his reference to the ancestors by including those 

who fought in the Persian wars. The inclusion of these recent, democratic ancestors 

shows that Socrates is careful not to exchde the democracy fiom the consideration of 

virtue. But then Socrates goes on to daim that these ancestors "acquired power and 

resources in amounts surpassing what their ancestors had, and accomplished the greatest 

deeds" ( 3 5 :  1 1); that is, they seem to have reached the peak of human excellence. Yet 

this is clearly in conflict with the previously stated daim according to which the earliest 

ancestors were held to be "most excellent" (359) .  

As Pericles hopes to make the city better and more farnous by restonng the 

ancestral way of life, the confiicting accounts of the ancestors seem to indicate that he 

should not be so hasty in his quest as to ignore the merits of the democratic tradition. In 

any case, Pencles cannot fully justify his preference for the pre-democratic ancestors 

without an adequate assessrnent of the strengths and weaknesses of the democracy. But 

Pencles is apparently unaware of the obvious discrepancy in Socrates' treatment of the 

ancestors. As his subsequent responses to it show, Pencles is concerned with how the 



city declined, and how its ancient virtue may be recovered. These two concems are, 

Iogically speaking, unrelated. They do, however, reflect his determination to find a way 

of restoring the ancestral way of life, and hence his reluctance to explore alternative 

ways of improving the city. Moreover, Pericles' resolve also implies that he is not 

disposed to consider the possibility that his understanding of v h e  may be unduly 

narrow and hence distorted. 

v) Socrates' defense of the Atheniaos 

With respect to the question of how the city declined, Socrates says that the 

Athenians becarne cornplacent and so neglected themselves. In other words, the 

Athenians were as over-confident then as the Boeotians are now (see 354-6). This 

explanation recalls Socrates' teaching on fear. By ailuding to it, Socrates reminds 

Pericles of their earlier effort to find a practical solution to the military situation 

confronting the city. In light of Pericles' unwillingness to explore the problem of virtue, 

it is quite appropnate for Socrates to return to questions of a practical nature. But before 

he can accomplish this Socrates has to deal with Pendesy desire to recover the ancestral 

way of life. 

The Athenians, according to Socrates, could recover their ancient virtue in two 

ways. First, if they could discover and practice their ancestral customs, they would be no 

worse off than their ancestors. Altematively, they codd imitate those who are now pre- 

eminent. In this connection, Socrates suggests that it is even possible for the Athenians to 

surpass the latter. Such a prospect presupposes that those currently in the lead are not as 



diligent as they could be in the observation of their own customs ( 3 5 :  14). In other 

words, the current leaders seem to be no less vulnerable to the problem of over- 

confidence. And since their virtue is supposed to be compatible with the ancient vimie 

of the Athenians, Socrates seems to be suggesting that there may be no pemianent 

solution to the problem of moral decline. 

In the face of these alternatives, Pencles despairs of the possibility of the city 

recovering its ancient vixtue. He fmds the alternative no less elusive. For the example set 

by the Lacedaimonians seems to indicate that "nobility and goodness" are beyond the 

reach of the Athenians. Unlike the Lacedaimonians, the Athenians show no reverence for 

age and are contemptuous of authority. Worse yet, they have not only abandoned their 

civic duties, but are constantly engaged in penonal contlicts both in private and in public. 

For these reasons, Pericles is greatly fearful lest some evil past endurance should befall 

the city. His concern for the fate of the city is no doubt genuine. Nonetheless, his 

evident admiration of the Lacedaimonians clearly sets him in opposition to the Athenian 

regime. 

Socrates does not deny that the Athenians are depraved. But he cIaims that their 

conduct is not incomgible. To support this claim, Socrates points to the excellent 

discipline maintained by the sailors. the athletes and the choristers ( 35 :  18; cf. 3 56). 

What these groups have in common is that they are made up of citizens fiom the poorer 

classes. More importantly, Socrates refers to these citizens in the context of their 

participation in the public activities of the city. The democracy is therefore not as 

unstable and anarchic as Pencles had depicted it. This partial defense of the Athenians, 



moreover, reveals two related flaws in Pericles' judgement of the city. First, it shows that 

Pencles has not paid suficient attention to significant aspects of Athenian Iife. Second, it 

reveals that the harshness of his judgement of the Athenians is due in no small measure to 

the fact that he takes a less comprehensive, and hence less redistic, approach to the 

problems afflicting the city. 

Pencles, for his part, is surprised at the discipline of the poor citizens. For that 

reason, he is al1 the more distressed by the seemingly inexplicable disorder in the m y .  

The army is mainly made up of citizens fiom the wealthier classes, and these citizens, 

according to Pencles, are supposed to be distinguished by their gentlemanliness. 

Apparently, it has not occurred to Pencles that the unrestrained cornpetition for honor is a 

principal source of corruption in the army. In any case, he seems to regard the 

degeneration of the army as sufficient evidence for his belief that the city is lacking in 

nobility and goodness. 

In order to correct Pericles' belief, Socrates refers to the council of the Aeropagus. 

which is an ancient institution composed of former magistrates who have passed the 

process of scrutiny. Pericles is then made to acknowledge that no other magistrates have 

acted "more nobly, more lawfully, more augustly, or most justly in their judgement of 

cases and in al1 other respects" (3520). Consequently, Pencles can no longer maintain 

that nobility and goodness has no place in the democracy. Yet it ought to be noted that 

the functions of the Aeropagus have been severely restricted by policies that were largely 

determined by the elder Pericles." This indicates that it is not so much the people as its 

leaders who are to blame for the decline of moral authority in the city. 



vi) On leadership 

As a result of Socrates' defense of the Athenians, Pericles is more anxious than 

ever to leam why the m y  in particular is in such a deplorable state. According to 

Socrates, the ill-discipline among the soldiers may be attributed to the ignorance of their 

generals. Socrates is somehow unable or unwilling to fumish Pericles with a more 

precise explanation. Socrates' reserve in this regard may be due to the fact that he had 

earlier traced the good discipline of the sailors to fear (see 3 5 6 ) .  Thus, it is open to 

question whether the art of generalship is necessary to bring about good order. But, on 

the other hand, the art of generalship may be a sufficient condition for good order. The 

one who knows how to mle does not need to rely on chance or extemal exigencies to 

manage his subordinates, whereas most of the current crop of generals, according to 

Socrates, "make things up as they go along" (3522). 

Having questioned the cornpetence of the generals, Socrates then proceeds to 

praise Pericles as the outstanding exception. In addition to the vast store of generalship 

he has inhented and preserved from his father, Pericles is praised for the initiatives he has 

taken to acquire as much military knowledge as possible. Pericles, to his credit, realizes 

that Socrates is making use of this praise to point out his deficiencies and to show him the 

way of becoming a good general. He does not deny that he needs to improve along the 

lines suggested by Socrates. In so doing, he tacitly acknowledges that his father had 

failed to provide him with an adequate education. This, in tum, raises questions about 

whether the elder statesman had given adequate thought to the future leadership of the 

city. 



But now that Pencles has conceded to the cnticism of his rnilitary cornpetence, he 

is more amenable to instruction. Accordingly, Socrates huris the discussion back to the 

question of the military threat posed by the Boeotians. Taking into account the mgged 

terrain of the country, Socrates suggests that skirmishes carried out by small bands of 

lightly armed, young Athenians may be sufficient to fnistrate the intentions of the 

Boeotians. As the primary mode of Mare,  the use of light arms means that less 

emphasis would be placed on the hoplites and the calvary. And since these arms are less 

expensive to acquire and maintain, many of the poorer citizens would be able to afford to 

join the m y .  The necessity of meeting the Boeotian threat thus leads to a fundamental 

reform of the m y .  

Apart fiom the reform of the anny, Socrates' teaching raises considerations that 

conflict with the policies of the elder Pencles. To begin with, the teaching minirnizes the 

threat posed by the Spartans by focusing exclusively on the dangers posed by the 

Boeotians. This indicates that Socrates is in principle not opposed to a policy of 

appeasernent with the Spartans. The elder Pencles, on the other hand, was resolutely 

opposed to such a policy." He was, moreover, so determined to mainlain the city's naval 

advantage that he was prepared to sacrifice the defense of the land in the event of an 

invasion.I9 In contrast, Socrates' teaching presupposes the importance of protecting the 

land and envisages, consequently, an enlarged role for the army. Furthemore, by 

allowing manpower to be diverted f'iom the fleet, Socrates' proposed reform of the m y  

would invariably retard the growth of the navy. 



While Pericles says that he appreciates the practical value of Socrates' teaching, it 

is not clear if he is fûlly aware of its radical implications. In any case, Socrates urges him 

to attempt those parts of it that please him. "For whichever of them you may accomplish, 

it will be both noble for you and good for the city, and should you fail in part, you will 

neither h m  the city, nor disgrace yourseIf' (3528) .  As Pendes has not oniy 

abandoned al1 hope of recapturing the city's former glory, but is now more aware of his 

inadequacies, it is necessary for Socrates to assure him that he can still hope to gain some 

recognition for himself by applying the lessons f?om this discussion. Socrates is 

apparently confident that his teaching would bring some benefit to the city. Nonetheless, 

he indicates that what wouid be good for the city may not necessarily be good for 

Pericles. 

As noted in Xenophon's Hellenica, Pericles was one of the generals who were 

unjustly tried and executed afier having led the successful naval campaign at Arginusae.*' 

The generals were convicted on the charge of failing to rescue the shipwrecked sailors, 

even though they did in fact assign thirty ships for that very purpose. To the city, the 

campaign was essentially a rescue operation undertaken to break a blockade that was 

endangering over half the city's fleet. On the basis of the teaching conveyed in this 

conversation, it could be said that the campaign succeeded because the Athenians acted 

out of fear that they would lose the war. 

Following the success of this campaign, the generals decided on a plan to pusue 

the enemy in order to gain a more complete victory. None of them stayed back to 

conduct the rescue of the shipwrecked sailors. As for the generals, it could be said that 



they becarne over-confident, and in their haste to p u m e  the enemy they failed to 

appreciate the situation fiom the perspective of the majonty of their subordinates, that is, 

the ordinary citizens. The tragic situation might not have occurred if the generals had 

succeeded with their plan, which had to be abandoned because of a storm that also 

impeded the rescue of the sailors. The fact that two of the generals chose not to return to 

the city after this indicates that the other generals may have been too confiident that their 

actions would meet with the approval of the people. In view of these considerations, 

Pericles' tragedy could be seen as a result of his failure to reflect on Socrates' teaching on 

the nature and character of the democracy. 

vii) Conclusion 

Although the conversation deals ostensibly with the difficulties of Pencles, it 

reveals on examination an account of Socrates' critique of political idealism. In the case 

of Pencles, the conversation shows that while he is genuinely concerned with the fate of 

the city, he adopts a rigid aristocratic perspective that prevents him fiom finding a 

satisfactory solution to the city's military predicament. Stated simply, Pericles aims too 

high and ends up defeating himself in more ways than one. As a general. he cannot 

afford to allow himself to be absorbed by the problem of the city's moral degeneration. 

But when his hopes of recovering the city's ancient virtue are aroused, he shows how 

easily he cm be distracted from attending to the more practical aspects of Socrates' 

teaching. And when those hopes are dashed, he, in hstration, foolishly declares his 



sympathy for the Spartans, thus endangering himself by raising doubts about his 

a t tachent  to the established Athenian regime. 

Needless to Say, Socrates must first try to restore Pericles' faith in the city. 

Hence, the references to the sailon are necessary to show Pericles that the Athenians c m  

be motivated to obey their leaders. More importantly, by reminding him of the 

irreproachable conduct of the Aeropagites, Socrates effectively refutes Pericles' belief 

that the democracy in its present state is inhospitable to nobility and goodness. Last but 

not least, Socrates rnakes use of Pencles' remaining doubts about the integrity of the 

army to drive home the point that Pericles needs to improve hirnself by taking a more 

senous interest in acquiring the necessary knowledge of generalship. These measures, as 

a whole, are aimed at reducing the impediments to Pencles' practical judgement. 

Accordingly, they help him to see that the best way for him to realise his noble ambitions 

would be to take a more realistic and reasonable approach to the affain of the city. 

In his aîtempt to moderate Pencles' prejudices, Socrates does not invalidate the 

cnticisms that Pencles IeveIs at the city. But in his responses to them, Socrates reveds 

that they are largely connected to the policies of the elder Pericles. Thus, part of the 

reason why the Athenians have abandoned their traditions could be traced to the elder 

Pericles' depreciation of the achievements of the ancestors. Furthermore, the inordinate 

attention he gave to the navy would help to account for the demoralization of the army. 

And, in the final analysis, the decline of the city is attributed to those qualities the elder 

Pericles celebrated as the defîning characteristics of the Athenians, namely, their daring 

and easy-goingness. As the leading policies of the elder Pericles were aimed at the 



preservation and future expansion of the Athenian empire, Socrates' implicit criticism of 

them points to the necessity of moderating the imperial ambitions of the city. 

To that end, Socrates' proposed reform of the army envisages an alternative 

strategy thât would help to mitigate the excesses of the Athenians both at home and 

abroad. In the first place, the proposed reform does not prevent the poorer citizens fiom 

joining the m y .  Indeed, it even provides them with the incentive to do so by suggesting 

that they should be given some stake in the land which they are obliged as soldiers to 

defend, just as the sailors are rewarded with the bits of the empire. This is in keeping 

with both Socrates' account of the desire for wealth and his reference to the excellence of 

the athletes and choristes, which indicate that the ordinary Athenians can be motivated to 

excel not only fiorn fear but fiom considerations of wealth and honor. Thus, the 

proposed reform of the army appeals to the democratic sentiments of the people by 

responding appropnately to their fears and desires. And since it would retard the growth 

of the navy, it would consequently limit the imperial ambitions of the city. 

Al1 in dl, Socrates' underlying political teaching is opposed to both the 

radicalization of the democracy under the elder Pericles and the absolute rejection of the 

democratic tradition entailed by the younger Pericles' desire to recover the city's ancient 

virtue. Socrates, to be sure, is sympadietic to the younger Pericles' desire for virtue. But 

for obvious reasons he refrains kom raising the philosophical problems with the 

conventional understanding of vimie. Nonetheless, he points to them by reformulating 

the younger Pencles' desire as the desire for pre-eminence dong with virtue. Socrates 

does not therefore deny that virtue, or some form of it, enables a city to realise its lofiiest 



aspirations. Yet, in addition to his account of the ancestors, Socrates' implied criticism of 

the growing o v e r - c ~ ~ d e n c e  of the Boeotians and the Spartans indicates that the peak of 

politicai life is ultimately incompatible with the life of virtue. Virtue gradually but 

inevitably declines in the course of a city's successes in gaining power and reputation. 

That is to Say, virtue in political life is more likely to be regarded as a means rather than 

an end in itself. 

As the philosophical life is devoted to the quest for vïrtue, the Socratic criticism 

of the peak of political life points to the fundamental tension between philosophy and 

politics. In light of this tension, the conversation with the younger Pencles shows that 

philosophy is compatible with politics only to the limited extent that the aims of the latter 

involves beliefs and practices conducive to the pursuit of virtue. But ultimately, the quest 

for virtue needs to be insulated from the comption by the competing goods of political 

life, namely wealth, power and glory. To preserve this quest, the philosopher must be 

fully prepared for the dangers confionting it. In other words, the presewation of 

philosophy depends on a comprehensive understanding of the scope and limits of 

political life. Thus, the conversation with the younger Pencles provides a M e r  

vindication of the philosophical way of life. 

IV. Charmides 

i) The conversation with Glaucon 

Of the seven conversations devoted to the political citizens that involving 

Charmides is the only one which shows Socrates encouraging his interlocutor to enter 



politics. But in the course of his attempt to overcome Charmides' reluctance to 

participate in the city's affairs, Socrates makes a shockingly derogatory remark about the 

Athenian dernos. This remark in particular calls attention to Chamiides' later rejection of 

the democracy.*' For Charmides did eventually become active in politics but as a 

collaborator in the anti-democratic revolt Ied by his uncle, Critias? We are thus 

immediately reminded of the charge that Socrates was responsible for the political crimes 

of some of his prominent associates (see 1 :2: 12) . For this reason, it is not entirely clear 

how this conversation could serve as an unequivocal example of Socrates' justice. 

Xenophon has obviously taken an unusual risk in reporting this conversation. 

This might help to explain why he fint refers to Charmides in the preceding account of 

Socrates' conversation with Glaucon, Chaxmides' nephew. Xenophon thus ensures that it 

would not be surprising to encounter the discussion with Chmides.  More importantly, 

the conversation with Glaucon alludes to the financial difficulties of Charmides. We 

know that Chamides was bom to a weaithy, aristocratie family? But we also know that 

he was eventually reduced to a state of poverty under the d e m ~ c r a c y . ~ ~  The conversation 

with Glaucon thus prepares us to consider the relation between Channides' financial 

difficulties and Socrates' attempt to reconcile him with democracy. 

Plato's name is also mentioned in the conversation with Glaucon. This suggests 

that there may be a philosophical dimension to the conversation between Socrates and 

Chmides.  From Plato, we learn that Charmides was only a youth when he was 

encouraged by Critias to become a follower of Socrates? In Xenophon's -osium, 

Charmides is in fact depicted as a constant cornpanion of soc rate^.^^ What this seems to 



imply in the context of Socrates' attempt to persuade Charmides to enter politics is that 

Charmides is somehow not suited or not fully prepared for the life of philosophy. In that 

case, the arguments employed to persuade Chamides might help to reveal some aspects 

of Socrates' understanding of the demands of the philosophical way of life. 

ii) Charmides' noble ambition 

Xenophon says at the very outset that Socrates initiated this conversation because 

he saw that Charmides was "a man worthy of note and far more able than the politicians 

of the day, but was hesitant to approach the Pemqs and to attend to the city's &airs" 

(3:7: l).27 Chamides first cornes to sight as a gentleman who prefers to lead the quiet life 

of a private citizen. Yet Xenophon has included him among those who "longed for the 

noble things" (3: 1 : 1 ). Moreover, as a respectable member of an old and distinguished 

farnily, Chmides  probably takes great pride in his aristocratic heritage. But a high-bom 

gentleman is supposed to be animated by the desire to be "an exceedingly good worker of 

what is noble and August" (2: 1 :27). Hence, Charmides' reluctance to engage in the city 's 

affairs appears to be at odds with his aristocratic background. Perhaps this is why 

Socrates thinks Charmides would be better off as an active citizen of the democracy. 

To gain Charmides' attention Socrates begins the conversation by using an 

analogy to cnticize Charmides for neglecting his duties to the city. He e s t  leads 

Chaxmides to Say that an athlete who avoids cornpetition even though he is capable of 

winning honor for himself and his fatherland is both a weakling and a coward. Then. 

using Charmides' own words, Socrates proceeds to suggest that Chmides is behaving 



like this athlete by avoiding the city's affairs. It is clearly quite insulting to accuse a 

gentleman of cowardice. But since the criticism is merely suggested by way of an 

analogy, its force is necessarily blunted. Charmides, for his part., responds appropnately 

by not taking offense. Instead, he is keen to leam the reasons behind Socrates' criticism, 

no doubt because he is now aware that his reputation is at stake. 

M e r  hearing Socrates' explanation, Charmides does not deny that it is incurnbent 

on him as a citizen to participate in the city's flairs. He questions, however, Socrates' 

opinion that it is within his abilities to undertake this responsibility. He thus makes it 

seem like he is unable rather than unwilling to attend to the city's flairs. In reply, 

Socrates tells Charmides that he has formed this opinion of him by observing his dealings 

with the politicians. "For in fact whenever they consult with you on some matter 1 see 

you advising them nobly and, whenever they en in something, censuring them correctly" 

(3 :7:3). Contrary to the impression given by Charmides, this observation reveals that he 

is willing to be indirectly involved in the city's affars. In the first place, he seems to be 

willing to engage the politicians. In the second place, he appears to have acquired a 

reputation that has attracted the politicians to him. 

What is more, the observation shows that there is a stnking resemblance b e ~ e e n  

Charmides' mode of conduct and Socrates'. Apart fiom his long association with 

Socrates, this seems to reflect Charmides' high regard for certain aspects of the latter's 

way of life. In particular, his conduct with the politicians is similar to Socrates' marner 

of exhorting and admonishing his cornpanions. As noted by Xenophon, Socrates taught 

his companions by rnaking them desire virtue and giving them the hope that by irnitating 



him they would corne to be noble and good (1 :2:2-3; see d s o  12: 18). Charmides seems 

to have taken this teaching to heart. Taken to its logical conclusion, this fom of 

imitation implies that Channides aspires to be a citizen-philosopher. In the Socratic 

context, such an ambition would presuppose that Charmides has the ability and 

temperament to pursue philosophy seriously. But then Socrates' intention of persuading 

Charmides to enter politics indicates that Chamiides is either not suited or not Mly  

prepared for the life of philosophy . 

iii) Charmides and the politicians 

As it stands, the observation of Chmides '  conduct serves not only to M e r  the 

claim that he is competent and hence obligated to enter politics, but to reinforce the 

cnticism that his reluctance to do so merely reflects his fear of the competition in public 

life. Charmides is therefore compelled to defend the legitimacy and propriety of his 

private deaiings with the politicians. Accordingly, he responds to the observation by 

saying that "it is not the same thing to converse in private and to compete among the 

multitude" (3:7:4). To Charmides, the aims and dynamics of the private and public 

modes of  discourse are just not compatible. Along with the element of competition he 

identifies the democratic process of adjudication as the dominant characteristics of public 

discourse. In so doing, he implies that his private conversations are govemed neither by 

the desire for victory nor the need to appeal to popular opinion. 

Charmides' characterization of the public mode of discourse points to the problem 

of the intense rivalry for leadership in the city (see, for example, 2 6 :  17-20). To win the 



support of the people, the politicians are often driven to attack one another and, in the 

process of doing so, to assume an extreme position regarding what they hold to be in the 

city's best interest. By leaving little room for compromise, these public disputes 

invariably deepen the divisions within the city. One could perhaps try to resolve this 

problem by making the politicians see that it benefits them as well as the city to cooperate 

with one another. But then one would have to approach them in a context that does not 

compel them to compete amongst themselves. As for Charmides, this consideration leads 

to the praiseworthy notion that he may have been attempting to resolve or to moderate the 

disputes in public by enlightening the politicians in his pnvate dealings with them. If so, 

then it would seem that, far fiom being feamil of cornpetition, Charmides has deliberately 

refrained from it ody  because he does not wish to enlarge the disputes that corrode the 

unity of the city. 

In his response to Charmides' defense of his pnvate dealings with the politicians, 

Socrates simply denies the difference b e ~ e e n  the public and private modes of discourse. 

He tells Charmides that one who excels in counting or in playing the cithara is able to 

perform either of these skills well alone and in a crowd (3:7:4) . Socrates thus makes it 

clear that he sees no difference between a small group and a large gathenng. Moreover, 

he suggests that Charmides' private conversations are not in fact significantly free of 

those troubling elements that idect the realm of public discourse. C h m i d e s  is therefore 

naive to think that he can transcend the struggle with vulgar opinion and base motives in 

his pnvate intercourse with the politicians. He seems to have neglected die possibility 

that the politicians who consult with him treat his conversations as a kind of contest 



because they perceive him as a potential, if not an actual, cornpetitor. Indeed, as Socrates 

will later veriQ, sorne of them in fact have nothing but contempt for Charmides (3:7:7). 

It would be a mistake, then, for Charmides to think that he can moderate those who are 

not in sympathy with him. In view of this, it would make more sense for Charmides to 

pursue his political project by cornpethg with these politicians in public and to rally the 

people to his side. 

iv) Charmides and the people 

Through the examples of the mathematician and the musician Socrates 

underscores the point that Charmides has the rationai as well as the rhetoncal skills 

necessary for public life. The example of the cithara player, however, indicates that 

technical proficiency is not sunicient for success in political life. Unless he appeals to 

the taste of his audience, the skilled musician cannot reasonably hope to win its approval. 

As for Charmides, this example means that he has to gain an adequate and sympathetic 

understanding of the Athenian demos. He needs, in short, some expenence in dealing 

directly with the masses. 

But C h m i d e s  now daims that he is inhibited fiom approaching the people 

because of a naturai sense of "fear and awe" which exerts itself more powerfully in 

crowds than in private Company (3:7:5). In stressing its naturalness, he reveals that it is a 

particularly dominant aspect of his character. This suggests that he is by nature inclined 

to acquiesce to the established conventions of the city. So even though he may have 

reservations about the conduct of the democratic assembly, he is not likely to question or 



to challenge its authority. In other words, Chamiides' sense of fear and awe prevents 

him fkom being an extreme or radical thinker. 

In his response to Channides, Socrates reveals that he has long suspected that 

Charmides' unduly respectful attitude towards the democracy is the main reason for his 

reluctance to approach the people. 

In fact I have set out to teach you that you, who feel no awe of 
those who are prudent and no shame of those who are strongest, 
are asharned to speak among those who are both the most senseless 
and the weakest. 1s it the fullen arnong them or the shoemakers or 
the carpenters or the smiths or the famen or the merchants or 
those who barter in the agora and worry about what they can buy 
for less and sel1 for more whom you feel shame before? For it is 
fiom these that the assembly is composed. (3:7:56) 

Socrates is apparently convinced that Chmides  needs above al1 to leam this particular 

lesson about the Athenian people. Yet, why is it necessary for Socrates to teach this 

lesson by rendenng such a harsh and provocative judgement of hem? The most 

immediate expianation for this is that Socrates somehow thinks that Charmides needs to 

be shocked into seeing the people for what they really are. In other words, Chamiides' 

native sense of fear and awe has led him to mystify the authority of the people to such a 

great extent that Socrates is compelled to resort to this radical corrective. 

It is clearly not Socrates' intention to turn Charmides against the people. Still, in 

paving the way for Channides to approach the people, Socrates' teaching has the effect of 

reversing Charmides' attitude towards them. The teaching aims not only to liberate 

Charmides from his deference towards the people, but to ensure that he does not lose 

sight of his superiority to them. In this latter regard, Socrates goes on to remind 



Chamides of his superiority to the politicians. But Socrates also makes it a point to tell 

Charmides that, while some of the politicians are contemptuous of him, the people by and 

large are not (3:7:7). Since the people bear him no ill-will, it should go without saying 

that Charmides has no good reason to treat them harshly. 

Now, even though Channides is unable to deny that he should not feel sharne 

before the people, he is still not persuaded that he should therefore deal directly with 

them. He points to the fùtility of such an effort by noting that those in the assembly 

fiequently ridicule those who speak correctly. But then, Socrates immediately reminds 

him that the politicians too are just as notorious in this particular regard, and yet 

Charmides has shown how easily he has been able to handle this problem in his pnvate 

dealings with them. It would be surpnsing, Socrates says, if Charmides is unable to find 

some way of handling the people. This, however, irnplies that Chamides should not treat 

the people in exactly the same way as he treats the politicians. Here, Socrates may be 

reminding Charmides that the people are not his nvals but potential allies. At the same 

time, and in accordance with this reminder, he seems to be suggesting that Charmides 

needs to adapt himself to the character of the people. 

v) Charmides' self-understanding 

Having shown Chamides that there is no excuse for him to avoid the assembly, 

Socrates concludes the conversation by telling C h m i d e s  that it is in his best interest to 

attend to the city's afEairs. 



Do not be ignorant of yourself, good fellow, and don? ea the way 
most do; for the many, hawig set out to examine the affairs of the 
othen, do not turn to taking themselves under review. So don? be 
easygoing about this, but rather exert yourself to pay attention to 
yourself. And don't neglect the city's affairs, if due to you they 
can be in a somewhat better state. For when these things go well 
(JcaIOs echontd ,  not oniy the other citizens but your friends and, 
not least, yourself will benefit. (3:7:9). 

Still, it is not clear how Charmides' involvement in the city's affairs will help him 

to understand himself better. Stated differentiy, what aspects of his personal life has 

Charmides neglected that is related to the affairs of the city? An answer to this question 

is suggested in the account of Socrates' conversation with Charmides' nephew, Glaucon. 

According to Xenophon, Charmides approached Socrates because he was worried about 

his nephew's foolish endeavor to speak before the assembly. To gratify Charmides, 

Socrates spoke to the young man and convhced him that he lacked the knowledge to lead 

the city. A considerable part of the conversation with Glaucon dealt with the question of 

how to make the city ncher. In that context, Glaucon was told that the city is nothing 

more than a collection of households. And since he did not even have the mdimentary 

experience of running a single household and making it profitable, Socrates advised him 

to help his uncle. As for Charmides, Socrates made it clear then that he was in need of 

help with his household affairs (see 3:6: 14). 

The conversation with Glaucon thus points to Chmides '  financial difficulties. 

We know from Xenophon's Symposium that Charmides would eventuaily be reduced to 

a state of poverty, a condition for which he would blame the city (see Sym 4:29-33). 

Like every other wealthy citizen, Charmides is not only constantly harassed by the 



sycophants, but he is also burdened with various costly liturgies that the city imposes on 

the rich. Charmides' household f la i rs  are therefore greatly flected by the policies of the 

city. But his inability to cope with these demands on his wealth means that he is 

senously lacking in certain essential household skills, in particular the practical 

knowledge of money-making. In Charmides' case it is relevant to recall that he was 

raised in a wealthy, aristocratic family. As a high-bom gentleman, he is most likely to 

fiown on money-making as a vulga. pursuit. Accordingly, his ignorance of it may be 

attributed to this typical aristocratic prejudice. In Mew of these considerations, it would 

be safe to assume that Socrates' parting advice is airned at Channides' inability to 

manage his wealth. 

This, however, raises an irnmediate problem. On the basis of the conversation 

with Glaucon, which stresses the importance of making the city richer, Charmides' 

inability to manage his wealth would seem to disqualiQ him as a suitable leader of the 

city. Why, then, is Socrates here treating C h m i d e s  as an exception? To resolve this 

problem, we might re-consider the contrat between Charmides and the people presented 

in this conversation. 

In his criticism of the people, Socrates underlines the fact that they are essentially 

economic workers engaged in some productive or commercial activity. Thus, even 

though they are said to be senseless and weak, it is impiied that they are nonetheless 

skilled in their respective trade or profession. Charmides, on the other hand, has no 

particular trade or profession to speak of. But his education and upbnnging would have 

instilled in hirn the beIief in the choice worthiness of the pursuit of the gentlemanly or 



moral vimies. As opposed to a maker of things, Charmides is trained to be a doer of high 

and noble deeds. Indeed, both the observation of his conduct with the politicians and the 

repeated comparison of him to a trained athlete attest to the excellence of his 

understanding and practice of the moral virtues. So, even though he lacks the skills of the 

econornist, he far exceeds the people and the politicians in terms of his ability to offer the 

city sound, moral guidance. To prevail among the many, however, Chamides would 

have to accommodate their vulgar desire for wealth; that is to Say, he would have to 

overcome his prejudice against money-making. In so doing he would be more disposed 

to acquire the knowledge necessary to improve the material well k i n g  of the city, and 

thereby realize his potential and ambition to be a benefactor of the city. Thus, if he were 

to take Socrates' advice senously, Chamides would stand to gain in terms of his practical 

knowledge as well as his self-understanding. 

vi) Conclusion 

Through this conversation, Socrates shows that Charmides' reluctance to 

participate in the democracy is ultimately self-defeating as it serves only to aggravate his 

difficdties with the established regime. Charmides is, in the first place, clearly troubled 

by the questionable conduct of the Athenian assembly. Yet, he is unable to resolve this 

problem because he has foolishly limited the scope of his political activities. This not 

only hstra tes  the public aims of his training and education, but it also impedes the 

progress of his self-understanding. In the second place, his present situation is 

complicated by his inability to manage his financial obligations to the city. Al1 this 



points to the precarious state of Chmides '  uneasy relationship with the democracy. 

Accordingly, Socrates' attempt here to reconcile Charmides with the democracy is both 

timely and appropriate, not to mention just 

The conversation also reveals that there is a philosophicd aspect to Socrates' 

interest in encouraging Charmides' involvement in the political life of the city. In 

keeping with his aristocratic heritage, Chamiides appears to be a morally serious 

gentleman. Indeed, he seems to have modeled himself afler the gentlemanly aspects of 

Socrates' way of life. But then the tension between Charmides' unduly high regard for 

the Athenian assembly and his evident doubts about its integrity beîrays a cntical flaw in 

his understanding of virtue. This, in tum, implies that he may have misconceived the 

Socratic way of life. As a result, he may in time come to regret, or even to resent, his 

misguided attempt to emulate that way of life. Under these circurnstances, it is not 

altogether inappropriate for Socrates to make use of his critique of the democracy to 

address Charmides' underlying misconception of the life of virtue. 

The immediate aim of Socrates' critique of the democracy is to help Charmides 

resolve his ambivalent attitude towards the Athenian demoz. While it does not deny that 

the public conduct of the people may seem contemptible fiom a strict aristocratic point of 

view, it shows that in private the ordinary citizens are not entirely devoid of virtue. In 

their private lives, many of these citizens labor productively to improve their matenal 

conditions. In this regard, the critique aims to overcome Charmides' prejudice against 

the vulgar but necessary practice of money-making. This, however, implies that 



Charmides' aristocratic conception of virtue is flawed in that it impedes his self-improvement. 

Socrates' critique of the democracy thus reveals that the genuine pursuit of vimie 

requires criticai reflection on al1 the prevailing opinions of virtue. But this would mean 

that the pursuit of vimie is ultimately incompatible with political life, which is 

fundarnentally based on opinion. Charmides' participation in the ill-fated attempt to 

overthrow the democracy and to restore the city's ancient constitution wodd seem to 

indicate that he was unable or unwilling to compromise his noble aspirations by 

accommodating the wlgar concerns of the Athenian -. His rejection of the 

democracy thus points to the irreconcilable differences between the aristocratic and 

democratic conceptions of virtue. But this shows that some degree of detachment from 

the moral concems of the city is necessary to resolve the fundamentai conflicts in 

political life. So even though Socrates failed to moderate Charmides, the conversation 

shows that the awareness of the tension between virtue and politics may nonetheless lead 

some political citizens to adopt a more sober and prudent approach to the moral conflicts 

afflicting the city. 

V. Conclusion: Socrates' interaction with the politicaI citizens 

Despite apparent differences in character and ability, each of the three political 

citizens examined in this chapter showed that he was motivated by the ambition to glorifj 

the city along lines dictated by his particular understanding of the noble things. But the 

predicarnent each of them encountered in his attempt to realize his ambition brought to 

light a problern that threatened to deepen a pre-existing quarrel with the democracy. 



Ultimately, al1 of them felt that the ideais informing their noble ambitions were being 

endangered by the unrestrained and discreditable conduct of the democratic regirne. 

Nicomachides blamed his defeat in the election of the city's general on what he 

had long regarded as the characteristic abuses of the democracy. More irnportantly, the 

election of Antisthenes signified to him a blatant betrayal of those principles that had 

defmed his way of life as a citizen-soldier. In the case of the younger Pericles, his deske 

to recover the city's ancient virtue led him to indict the conduct of the democracy for the 

demoralization of the army. To the younger Pericles, the possibility of recovering the 

city's virtue depended decisively on the excellence of the class of gentlemen which 

traditionally dominated the m y .  In view of the proclivity of the people to ridicule the 

counsel of those who adopted a strict moral perspective on the city's affairs, Charmides 

felt that he was compelled to find an alternative but invariably dissatisfiing means of 

expressing his political concerns. As exemplified by his later rejection of the democracy, 

there would be a point at which he could no longer tolerate the excesses of the 

democracy . 

Through the exchange with the politicai citizens, Socrates showed that their 

disagreements with the democracy were only partially justified. In the course of doing 

so, he revealed that their opinions of the city were invariably distorted not only by their 

exclusive focus on the noble, but by their questionable understanding of it as well. Thus, 

without denying their Iegitimate grievances against the democracy, Socrates showed that 

they were in fact ignorant of the complex nature of the city they each sought to influence 

or to govem. They were, in short, too easygoing about the very objects of their ambition. 



But apart fiom exposing their principal defects, Socrates also pointed to the necessary 

steps each of them had to take both to improve himself and to make himself more 

deserving of the right to lead the city. 

Nicomachides was s h o w  that he had to transcend the narrow horizon of h e  

wan-ior and to acquire the practical skills and, abcwe d l ,  the comprehensive outlook of  

the good household manager to become üuly worthy of the generdship. The younger 

Pericles was made to see that his biased concem for the condition of the anny was the 

source of his ignorance of the military capacity of the ordinary citizens and hence the 

cause of his unfounded anxieties regarding the city's prospects in the war against the 

Spartans. As for Charmides, he was led to see that he needed to engage in the &airs of 

the democracy in order to overcome his ambivalent attitude towards it and to realize his 

potential and desire to become a moral guardian of the city. 

On the ba is  of these explicitly political conversations, it is quite clear that 

Socrates was neither a partisan nor, more importantly, a covert enemy of the Athenian 

democracy. While he did not deny that the regime necessarily fell short of the 10% 

standards held by the political citizens, he nevertheless argued the case that it was not as 

such an utterly depraved and incorrigible regime. The election of htisthenes and the 

younger Pericles, which Socrates approved, demonstrated that the democracy was not 

intractably hostile to either the wealthy or the morally serious gentleman, in spite of the 

fact that the majority of its citizens were poor and vuigar. As regards its improvement, 

Socrates broadly indicated that the active participation of those citizens who were skilled 

in the art of household management and who, in addition, s h e d  or were sympathetic to 



the conservatism of the aristocratie gentleman could help to moderate the excesses of the 

democracy. As a whole, his conversations with the political citizens pointed to a 

preference for a rnixed regime, or a moderate and conservative democracy. 

Contrary to this politicai preference, the conversation with Charmides revealed 

that there was a radical and progressive aspect to Socrates' philosophical way of Iife. 

Apart fkorn the explicit criticism of the democracy, the principle underlying the attempt to 

liberate Channides fiom his native sense of fear and awe showed that the genuine pursuit 

of virtue required a certain type of courage or daring, the purpose of which was to 

facilitate the critical examination of the authoritative opinions of the city . The advice to 

Charmides refiected Socrates' relentless quest for self-knowledge; that is, his 

overarching concern for his self-improvement. His way of life was therefore necessarily 

in tension with the demands of citizenship. Yet, on the other hand, the problem posed by 

Chmides  showed that it was necessary to transcend the realm of political opinion in 

order to grasp the essentiai limits or the fundamental problems of political life. 



E.C. Marchant, XenophpniaSeven Vol- 4:xiv, says that only the fm 
seven chapters are political. Strauss, X e n o p w s  Socrates p. 180, shows 
on the other hand, that the conversation with Epigenes in chapter twelve is 
"emphatically political." 

Strauss, W ~ h o n ' s  Socrates. p.55, says that Xenophon's editorial 
staternent irnplies that Socrates "did not encourage political ambition 
itself." 

Difference in class or social standing rnay also account for Nicomachides' 
hostility towards Antisthenes. In the A m  (3:4:47), Xenophon 
recounts an episode in which a soldier expressed his envy of the knights. 

In chapter two of book t h e ,  Socrates compares a good general to a good 
king. Socrates' references to kingship may have inspired the charge that 
he taught his cornpanions to become tyrants, see Mem. 1 :2:56-58. 

In the Cppaedia  (8:3:35-50), one of Cyrus' captains, Pheraulas, who 
prefers the life of action, tells his fnend that he would be only too glad to 
relieve himself of the burdens of managing his household. 

This perhaps helps to explain why Nicomachides did not object to 
Socrates' cornparison of the householder manager with the legislator (see 
3:4:6). 

In his Politics (1 253bI-l255b4), Aristotle takes issue with those who hold 
that the art of household management is the sarne as the kingly art. See 
aiso, Strauss, Xenopbon's Socrates, p.63-64. 

The authenticity of this dialogue has been questioned. In 3 5 4 ,  Pencles 
says that the Boeotians are prepared to attack Athens by themselves. 
According to a number of commentators, this military event is only 
relevant to the period of the Theban supremacy following the banle of 
Leuctra in 371 B.C., that is, long &er both Socrates and Pericles' deaths. 
See Robin Waterfield, "Mernoirs of Socrates: Introduction" in Xeno~hon: 

'th Socrates Conversations WI , p.54; E.C. Marchant, Socrates in Seven 
Volumes; 4:xv; Ham Rudolf Breitenbach, X e n ~ ~ h o n  von Athen (Stuttgart, 
1966), p. 1809; and Karl Joel, Der Echte und der Xenophpntische Sokrates 
(Berlin, 1901 ), p. 1080. This problem, however, does not affect our 
analysis of the dialogue. At any rate, it is not clear to us why Pericles' 
remark on the ambition of the Boeotians would only makes sense in the 



context of events following the battle of Leuctm It seems that Pericles' 
remark should first be considered within the context of his account of the 
battle of Coronea (446 B.C.) and the battle of Delium (424 B.C.). Since 
the Athenians Iost both of these battles to the Boeotians, Pericles' remark 
may be only an expression of his concem with the increasing boldness of 
the Boeotians. 

Marchant, Socrates in Seven Volumes, 4:xv, raises a M e r  problem with 
the dating of the dialogue. He suggests, without explanation, that the 
dialogue may have occurred in 41 1 B.C. We know &om Xenophon's 
Hellenica that Pencles was elected general in 407 B.C., but there is no 
record of him being elected general in 41 1 B.C. There is, however, some 
evidence that he was appointed treasurer - n o m )  in 4 1 O/4 1 1 B.C., 
see J.K. Davies, Athenian Prowrtied F- (Oxford, 197 l), p.458. For . . further mmments on dating of the dialogue, see A. Delatte, Le T r o m  

ivre des Souvenirs Socrat aues de Xeno~hon (Paris, 1933), pp.6 1-62. 

9. Thucydides, 2:36. 

10. Pericles may have felt that he had a special obligation to accept the office. 
In the first place, he was the sole surviving member of the family, and 
hence the only one who could continue the tradition of leadership set by 
father. In the second place, according to Plutarch (Pendes 38), Pencles 
was bom out of wedlock, and was therefore disqualified from citizenship 
by a law his father caused to be passed against illegitimate children. But 
the city suspended the law as a favor to the father d e r  his legitimate sons 
died in the plague that ravaged the city. By thus gaining citizenship, the 
younger Pericies also inhented his father's debt to the city. 

1 1 .  Strauss, Xenophon's Socrates, p.64, suggests that it is significant that the 
word "dialoeizomenoi" occurs only here in Xenophon's Socratic writings. 

2 2. Thucydides, 1 : 1 13 and 4:89- 10 1. See also J.B. Bury and Russell Meiggs, 
A Historv of Greece, 4th edition (London, 1975), p.223 and pp.276-278. 

1 3. Thucydides, 1 : 142- 143. 

1 4. In the Cyropaedia (2: 1 :9- 1 S), Xenophon shows how Cyrus succeeded in 
transforming the Persian army by enlisting the support of the comrnoners. 
See also W.R. Newell, "Tyranny and the Science of RuIing in Xenophon's 
Education of Cyu$' in Journal of Politics (1983), vo1.45, pp.897-898. 
Later in the dialogue, Socrates will raise the possibility of using lightly- 
armed soldiers to defend the city (Mem. 3526-27). 



Strauss, Xeno~hm's So- p.65, says that the mention of the gods is in 
harmony with "the praise of antiquity, the ancestors and the patemal that 
pervades the whole conversation." But it is noteworthy that in his praise 
of Spartan customs and practices, Pericles does not mention either the 
gods or the Spartan's piety (see. m. 3 5: 1 5- 1 6). 

The traditional view was that it was Cecrops who decided the contest 
between Athena and Poseidon, conceming which of the two wodd be the 
patron deity of the city. 

Aristotle, politics 1274a7-8, and m t l t u t r p D  of A t m  
. . 

27.1. See also 
J.M. Moore, &istotle êod Xen@on on Democracv and 0- 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1979, pp.25 1-252. 

Thucydides, 1 : 140. 

Thucydides, 1 : 1 43. 

Xenophon, Helleniça 1 :6:24-38 and 1 :7: 1-35. 

Gregory Vlastos, "The Historical Socrates and Athenian Democracy" in 
Political Theory, vol. 1 1, pp.505-5 12, cites this passage to challenge the 
truth of Xenophon's account of Socrates. cf. I.F. Stone, The Tria1 of 
Socrates, pp. 1 17-1 18. 

Xenophon, Hellenica 2:4: 19. 

Plato, Charmides 157e-158b, 

Xenophon, m s i m  4:3 1-33. 

Plato, Charmides 176b-d. 

Xenophon, Sym~osiurn 4:32. 

This is the first time that the word dernos occurs in the section devoted to 
conversations with the political citizens. See Strauss, Xenophon's 
socrates, p.73. cf. Mem. 4:2:36-39. 



Chapter Five 

The Non-Political St . . raneer . . ristrnaus - 

1. Introduction 

According to Diogenes Laertes, Aristippus was the first Socratic to become a 

sophist, that is, a professional teacher. Aristippus is also held to be the founder of a 

school of philosophy which taught, among other things, a special form of hedonism.' In 

the Mernorabilia, he is depicted as a companion who claims that he has the ability to 

teach the political art. He is also shown expressing a view of life which reflects that of 

the sophist Antiphon (cf. 2: 1 :9 with 1 :6:2-3). More significantly, he tells Socrates that he 

intends to live as a stranger in order to avoid the unpleasant demands of political life. It 

is for this reason that we are treating him here as the prime example of the non-political 

stranger. 

Aristippus is featured twice in the Mernorabilia. He is first introduced as a 

companion who is extremely deficient in continence. In their f ~ s t  encounter, Socrates 

devotes considerable effort to showing that it is necessary for Aristippus to assume some 

civic responsibilities which would entail some measure of self-control. Socrates, 

however, concludes his teaching with an elaborate defense of the life of the public- 

spirited gentleman. But since Aristippus has explicitly rejected the political way of life, 

we are led to ask whether he derived any actual benefit fiom this teaching.* 

In their next encounter, Aristippus tries to refute Socrates' understanding of the 

good and the noble. This suggests that he was particularly dissatisfied with Socrates' 



defense of the gentleman, who is by definition both noble and good. But this encounter 

also ends on an ambiguous note. We are not told whether Aristippus was penuaded by 

Socrates' attempt to defend the virtue of the gentleman on the basis of its utility. As a 

whole, these encounters seem to cast doubt on the adequacy of Socrates' defense of 

political life. 

According to Xenophon, both of these encounters took place in the presence of 

other companions. In fact, the chapter which reported the second encounter concludes 

with an account of a separate discussion Socrates had with those companions who 

witnessed Aristippus' attempts to refute Socrates. Furthemore, this chapter is set in the 

context of Xenophon's recollection of conversations Socrates had with the political 

citizens. Al1 this seems to suggest that Socrates' defense of political life may have been 

partly intended for the purpose of insulating these companions fiom the potentially 

compting effects of Anstippus' attempt to vindicate his alternative way of life. As for 

Aristippus, it may have been used as a means to warn him of the dangers of offending the 

class of political citizens. In other words, these encounters could be seen as illustrations 

of Socrates' attempts to reconcile two competing sets of companions: those, like 

Aristippus, who rejected politics and turned to philosophy, and those, like Critias or 

Alcibiades, who rejected philosophy and huned to politics. 



II. The First Encounter with Aristippus 

i) Continence and politics 

Xenophon says that this encounter illustrates how Socrates "exhoned his 

companions to practice continence in their desire for meat and dnnk, and in regard to lust, 

sleep. coId, heat, and labor" (2: 1 : 1). This suggests that Socrates intended to use this 

encounter to benefit his other companions as welI. We are then told that Socrates 

initiated this encounter because he was aware that Anstippus was incontinent in ail the 

stated respects. The extreme nature of Aristippus' incontinence thus made it appropriate 

for Socrates to use Anstippus to convey his teaching on the importance of self-mastery. 

Socrates does not begin by addressing Aristippus' incontinence directly. Instead. 

he begins by asking Anstippu~ to consider how he would educate two youths: the first so 

that he would be competent to rule. and the second so that he would not even lay claim to 

rule. Socrates thus opens the conversation by treating Aristippus as a competent teacher 

of politics. He may have taken this approach because Aristippus is or aspires to be 

sophist. 

The ensuing discussion concentrates on the education of the first youth. The 

education of the second youth is not explicitly considered. In the latter's case, Socrates 

seems to assume that it is not necessary to train him in continence.' But this is clearly 

insufficient to ensure that he would not lay claim to The arnbiguity regarding the 

education of the second youth suggests that the treatment of the first youth may be 

equally open to question. 



The discussion regarding the first youth begins and ends with his training in 

continence. But in the middle of it Socrates digresses to ask Aristippus if it is necessary 

for this youth to learn "whatever leaming there is that would be serviceable for 

overpowenng one's enemies" (2: 1 :3). In reply, Aristippus not only agrees that this is 

necessary, but adds that "there is no benefit fkom the other things without such learning" 

(2: 3 )  This would seem to imply that a continent person would not be fit to d e  unless 

he has acquired the politicai art. Conversely, an incontinent person would not be unfit to 

mle if he knows the political art. In any case, the relation between continence and ruiing 

does not appear to be quite as simple as Socrates had initially made it out to be. 

Having established the necessity of learning the political art, Socrates goes on to 

emphasize its usefulness in helping one avoid capture and enslavement (2: 1 :4). He then 

tums to speak in great detail about the dangers of adultery (2: 15) .  Aristippus agrees that 

adultery is foolish. But because he is sexually incontinent, he may be underestimating 

the power of his erotic desires and consequently his ability to resist the charms of a 

married wornan.j Along with the emphasis on the defensive aspects of the political art, 

the remarks on adultery seem to reflect Socrates' doubts about Aristippus' ability to 

conduct his affairs in safety. 

These doubts are vindicated at the end of the discussion of the two youths. 

Socrates concludes it by acknowledging, and thereby tacitly praising Aristippus' political 

understanding. More precisely, he says that Aristippus knows the order of the tribes of 

those who are fit to mle and their opposites (2: 117). The acknowledgment, however. 

considers the order of the tribes only from the point of view of continence. It fails to 



account for the political art, which points to a more complex division of the tribes. 

Consequently, it is based on the false assumption that those who are continent belong 

without qualification to the tribe of rulers. 

The acknowledgment is in fact a spurious one. Aristippus, for his part, appean to 

be qui te pleased with it. This, however, proves that he can be easily misled. And it is by 

misleading him in this way that Socrates is able to show that Aristippus is not even aware 

that he lacks an adequate understanding of the political art. Aristippus' lack of self- 

understanding implies that he does not realize that he has a problem with his 

incontinence. In other words, he would be gravely mistaken if he thing that he can deal 

with the dangers to which his incontinence exposes him. 

ii) Aristippus' view of political Iife 

On the understanding that there are only two classes of individuals, namely those 

who are fit to rule and those who would not lay claim to rule, Socrates proceeds to ask 

Aristippus whether he has ever examined in which class he would justly put himself. In 

reply, Anstippus claims thai he has thought about this matter before and has amved at the 

opinion that he would not put himself at al1 in the class of those who "wish to rule" 

(2: 1 8 Aristippus h a .  not only ignored the requirement to approach the question fiom 

the perspective of justice, but he assumes without justification that those who are fit to 

rule also wish to rule. By doing so, however, he  indicates that the fundamental question 

for him has to do with the desirability of the political way of life. 



Without any prompting fiom Socrates, Aristippus goes to explain why he would 

not wish to d e .  A d e r ,  he asserts, is not only expected to set aside his personal needs 

while attending to the needs of fellow citizens, but he even undergoes a penalty "unless 

he accomplishes everything the city wishes" (2: 1 :8). In short, rulers are treated no better 

than servants or even slaves6 So only a fool would wish to rule. Aristippus obviously 

thinks he is wiser than those who wish to rule. Yet it would seem radier imprudent of 

him to expose the folly of d e r s  so openly and explicitly. 

Aristippus implicitly denies that there is justice understood as the cornrnon good. 

At the same time, he seems to be opposed to tyranny or  the d e  over unwilling subjects. 

Tyrants, he suggea, are not, strictly speaking, rulers. They are more like household 

masters. Ruling properly understood presupposes a community of fiee and equal citizens. 

But then Aristippus also States that al1 citizens are household masters. In that capacity, 

they behave like tyrants thinking that they are somehow justified in exploiting their slaves 

for persona1 profit (2: 1 :9). Now, if al1 citizens are habituated to this mode of thinking in 

private, what is there to prevent a clever and resourcefûl d e r  f o m  contriving to 

transform the city into his penonal domain? As it stands, Anstippus' view of ruling does 

not offer a solution to this problem. Rather, by exposing the folly of ruling, it helps to 

pave the way for tyranny. 

Having explained why he would not wish to tule, Aristippus proudly declares that 

he puts himself in the class of those who wish to live "as easily and as pleasantly as 

possible" (2: 1 :9). Given the context, Aristippus here implies that those citizens who 

avoid public office live easily and pleasantly. Socrates, however, treats Aristippus' 



remark to mean that those who do not wish to rule are contend to be ruled. He then 

proceeds on this premise to examine Aristippust view of ruling. 

Socrates begins by asking Aristippus to consider which of the following live more 

pleasantly: cities and nations that mle or those that are ruled. The question is clearly 

rhetorical. But the expected reply to it does not refute Anstippus' contention that rulers 

are badly treated by their fellow citizens. For that contention is based on the 

consideration of individuais within a political community. What Socrates' question does 

instead is to reveal that Aristippus' view of ruling is not sufficiently comprehensive, in 

that it does not take into account the question of the relation among political 

communities. Moreover, by showing that ruling is in the interest of al1 members of a 

political community. Socrates' question restores the notion of a cornmon good. In d l .  it 

shows that Anstippus cannot maintain the view that ruling as such is simply foolish and 

unpleasant. 

iii) Aristippus' alternative 

To avoid the difficulties raised by Socrates' question, Anstippus now claims that 

there is a middle path that goes through neither ruling nor slavery. This is the path of 

freedom, which "especially leads to happiness" (2: 1 : 1 1). In response, Socrates denies 

that this path is viable on the grounds that human life is necessarily political. To 

underscore this point, he reminds Aristippus that the stronger "both collectively and 

privately" seek to overpower the weaker in every sphere of hurnan life. To live among 

human being, therefore, one must either rule or be ruled, or else submit oneself 



voluntarily to those who rule (2: 1 : 12). The third option indicates that there is in fact a 

viable alternative to ruling and siavery. 

Aristippus, however, ignores that alternative because he thinks he has found a way 

to avoid the conflicts of political life. "1, for my part, do not confine myself to any 

regime but am a stranger everywhere" (2: 1 : 13). As the regime detemines the rights and 

duties of citizens, it is clear that Aristippus here means to avoid al1 forms of civic 

responsibility. He may be more resolved to do th is  now that he has been reminded of the 

fact that citizens are obliged to go to war to defend the city. He thinks that he can 

preserve his fieedom and security by moving fiom city to city. 

But Aristippus is apparently deluding himself. In the fmt place, he has evidently 

overlooked the dangers that cnminals pose to the solitary traveler when he is on the road 

(2: 1 : 14).' Furthemore, he fails to see that even though citizens willingly submit 

themselves to the mle of law and undertake other necessary precautions to avoid suffenng 

injustice, they nevertheless find that they cannot escape entirely fiom what they fear 

(2: 1 : 14-1 5). This means that the solitary stranger would be far more exposed to the 

injustice of others. And that is not al1 that he has to worry about. By calling attention to 

the sacrifices and suffering of law-abiding citizens, Socrates indicates that Aristippus 

would also have to reckon with the moral indignation of these citizens. 

Aristippus c m o t  deny that he lives "a very costly way of life" (2: 1 : 15). This 

means that he cannot get by without the help of slaves. He is therefore dependent on the 

regirnes that sanction the institution of slavery. Without their tacit support, Aristippus 

would be in no position to exploit his slaves, let alone prevent them fiom harming him. 



As his well-being depends on these regimes, it would be patently unjust for him to 

disavow al1 obligation to thern. And if he is unjust, then he deserves to be punished. 

In order to alert Aristippus to this problem, Socrates asks him to consider how he 

would deal with a lazy and incontinent slave. In reply, Aristippus says that he would 

have to punish such a slave "with everythmg bad" until he becomes a reliable helper 

(2: 1 : 7 )  Since Aristippus is aware that a useless individual is a costly liability, he should 

realize how every city would react to his blatantly irresponsible way of life. To avoid the 

fate of the useiess slave, he would have to make himself usehl to the regirnes; that is, he 

cannot help but submit to those who rule. Regimes, however, differ fiom city to city. By 

not confining himself to any one of hem, Aristippus in effect ends up having to serve 

many masters. So even though he need not abandon his plan to live as a stranger, his way 

of life now appears to be more troublesome than that of the ordinary citizen. 

iv) Socrates' defense of political life 

Thus far, Socrates has been defending the notion of citizenship against Anstippus' 

unpolitical and hedonistic way of life. But the preceding discussion of the slave has 

somehow given Aristippus the impression that Socrates equates the "kingly art" with 

happiness (2: 1 : 17). Although Aristippus is mistaken, Socrates cannot deny the 

impression without casting doubt on the choice worthiness of the political way of life. 

On the other hand, if he does not deny it, he may be forced to explain why he prefers the 

pnvate, philosophical way of life. Socrates is thus confionted with the difficult task of 

defending the political life without calling undue attention to his own way of life. 



As for Aristippus, he cannot help but assume that Socrates believes that those who 

are both able and willing to rule live the best or most hlfilling way of life. Accordingly, 

he tells Socrates that he still cannot see how those who willingly undergo hardship and 

deprivation differ from slaves, except that the former are foolish. Aristippus is still 

convinced that mlers are deluded in thinking that mling is rewarding. He thus indicates 

that the life of the stranger is preferable because it offers some real prospects of 

happiness. 

In his response to Aristippus, Socrates says that those who are willing to toi1 

derive pleasure fiom the hope of gaining good fiiends and subduing their enernies. 

Through these good and noble deeds, they corne to "admire themselves", while being 

"praised and emulated by odiers" (2: 1 : 19). On the other hand, the desire for easy and 

irnmediate pleasures suffice "neither to produce good condition in the body, as the 

gymnastic trainers say, nor to produce any understanding worth mentioning in the soul; 

but acts of attention exercised with endurance enable one to attain good and noble works, 

as the good men say" (2:1:20). 

Socrates thus makes it clear that continence is necessary for the good condition of 

both the body and the soul. But he has also indicated that there are two other factors to 

consider with respect to the good of the soul: the cultivation of self-understanding and the 

practice of noble deeds. Yet, after having done so, he devotes the rest of his discourse to 

what some good men have said in defense of gentlemanly virtue. This means that fiom 

here onwards, Socrates no longer speaks in his own name and avoids discussing that 

aspect of the sou1 that concerns the philosophical life.' His subsequent account of the 



sou1 is therefore necessarily incomplete and the corresponding defense of politicai life is 

consequently open to quaMication. 

Socrates' defense of political life is based on the sayings of two poets and a 

sophist: Hesiod, E p i c h m s ,  and Prodicus, the wise.' The greatest part of it is taken up 

by the recollection of Prodicus' treatise on the moral education of Heracles, the mythical 

Greek hero. The treatise dramatized the triumph of vimie over vice in their struggle for 

the sou1 of Heracles. As a whole, it is aimed at showing that the life which accords with 

virtue, or culminates in the kingly art, is deserving of "the most blessed happiness" 

(2: 1 :33). Following the rendition of the treatise, Socrates concludes the conversation by 

advising Aristippus to incorporate it in his deliberations about the hture. Along with the 

arnbiguities noted earlier, there are other indications that suggest that it is not Socrates' 

intention to use Prodicus' treatise to resolve Aristippus' doubts about political life. 

Prodicus' treatise is supposed to express a view of virtue that is similar to that 

held by al1 good men (2: 1 :20-2 1). It is primarily intended for those who are already 

habituated to continence. In keeping with the sayings of Hesiod and Epicharmus, it traces 

the necessity of toiling for the sake of virtue and its rewards to the gods. Indeed, it 

purports to give a "truffil" account of "the disposition the gods have made of the things 

that are" (2:1:27). In all, it reveals that virtue in political life depends decisively on the 

belief in providential gods.I0 This, however, implies that an adequate defense of political 

life would require a comprehensive account of the gods. 

By calling attention to the relation between virtue and piety, the treatise shows 

that Aristippus' doubts about political life would invariably suggest that he is skeptical 



about the belief in providential gods. In other words, Aristippus cannot consistentiy 

maintain that ruling is foolish unless he is prepared to say that the gods do not care for 

virtue. But that would expose him to the charge of impiety. So, instead of resolving 

Aristippus' doubts, the treatise shows hirn that it is not really in his interest to express 

them. And since the expression of these doubts reflects in part his desire to display his 

wisdom, the treatise shows hirn a more prudent and profitable way of gaining recognition. 

When Socrates first referred to Prodicus, he ooted not ody the latter's reputation 

for wisdom, but also the fact that he displayed his treatise on Heracles "most widely" 

(2: 1 :21). The treatise apparentiy contributed considerably to Prodicus' fame as a sophist. 

It was no doubt cornposed to demonstrate his ski11 as a rhetorician and to advertise at the 

sarne time his services as a teacher. But Prodicus apparently did not practice what his 

treatise ostensibly taught in that he was known to be as deficient as Aristippus in terms of 

his continence." Even so, by commending Prodicus' treatise, Socrates suggests that 

Prodicus deserves the reputation for wisdom not least because he knew how to protect 

himself while advancing his private interests. And since Aristippus aspires to a life 

similar to that of Prodicus, it would surely benefit hirn to follow the latter's exarnple. 

v) Conclusion 

As the conversation unfolds, it becomes increasingly apparent that Aristippus' 

incontinence is not lirnited to the mere desire to indulge in the pleasures of the body. As 

evidenced by hjs enthusiastic and unrestrained criticism of political life, Aristippus is no 

less keen to vindicate his hedonistic and unpolitical way of life, and to gain recognition 



for his wisdom. He is, in a manner of speaking, also greedy for praise. But his attempt to 

justi@ his way of life turns out to be self-defeating. For, by publicly disavowing al1 civic 

responsibility, he unwittingly reveals that his way of life entails taking unfair advantage 

of the sacrifices of law-abiding citizens and is therefore unjust. Worse still, his view that 

ruling is foolish not only paves the way for tyranny but it exposes him to the charge of 

impiety . 

Anstippus' lack of prudent self-restraint largely explains why Socrates takes such 

pains to wam him about the dangers involved in his way of life. Yet, this is no? sufficient 

in induce Aristippus to abandon his plan to live as a stranger. For even though he does 

not wish to be enslaved, Aristippus resists the notion of citizenship because he is averse 

to the violent struggles that ofien charactenze political life. Consequently, he leaves 

Socrates with little choice but to encourage him to follow the example of Prodicus. Apart 

from the attempt to restrain Aristippus from denigrating political life, Socrates makes use 

of Prodicus to induce Aristippus to improve his political awareness and consequently to 

moderate his incontinence. For the example of Prodicus shows that Anstippus would 

have to pay more serious attention to the study of rhetonc and politics in order to enjoy 

the fame and the rewards of a successful sophist. 

In its atternpt to deal with Anstippus' doubts about political life, the conversation 

also bnngs to light some aspects of Socrates' understanding of the relation between the 

philosopher, the gentleman, and the sophist. On the basis of the teaching that human life 

is political, Socrates shows that the gentIeman plays a crucial role in preserving the 

freedom and well-being of the city. Furthemore, as a practitioner of the kingly art. the 



gentleman is disposed to care for his fiiends. Hence, it is to the advantage of both the 

philosopher and the sophist to cultivate his fiiendship. But the gentleman is devoted to 

the life of noble action only because he has been led to believe that the gods care about 

virtue. As he is primarily a political actor, he is not as such equipped to deal with 

arguments that question his belief in the gods. He is therefore in need of assistance. 

As regards the gentleman's vulnerability, the conversation as a whole illustrates 

how the philosopher plays a useful political role by neutraiizing the subversive opinions 

of an irresponsible skeptic. But then, Socrates' use of Prodicus indicates that the 

philosopher is limited in his ability to vindicate fully the choice worthiness of the 

political way of life. At the same time it reveals that a prudent sophist can supplement 

the limited efforts of the philosopher by reinforcing, through his mastery of rhetonc, the 

salutary behef in the justice of the gods. This appreciation of the use of rhetoric not only 

helps to legitimize the role of the sophist in the city, it M e r  explains Socrates' interest 

in encouraging Aristippus to follow Prodicus' example. 

But Socrates' parting advice to Aristippus also reflects his limited ability to 

overcorne Aritisppus' incontinence. This implies that continence is not necessary for the 

sophist's way of life, as it is for both the political and philosophical ways of life. The 

sophist therefore appears to be closed to the possibility of philosophy as a way of life. 

This is not to Say that he is incapable of acquiring some philosophical knowledge. But it 

does imply that he is limited in his understanding of the fundamental alternatives to the 

political life. Accordingly, he would be necessarily infenor to the philosopher in dealing 

with question of the best way of life. 



A M e r  consequence of the sophist's limitation is that it would lead him to 

regard the philosopher as a sophist and hence a rival. By competing with the latter, the 

sophist contributes to the confusion between philosophy and sophistry. Here, it is 

worthwhile recalling that Critias once tned to sharne Socrates by accusing him of 

sophistry (see 1 :2:3 1). Hence, the importance of distinguishing the two modes of 

activity. In this regard, the conversation with Aristippus could be seen as an attempt on 

Socrates' part to use the notion of continence as a means to distinguish the philosopher 

fiom the sophist on the one hand, and to underline the similarity between the philosopher 

and the morally serious gentleman on the other. The latter strategy partly explains why 

the therne of Socrates' continence recurs with such frequency in the Memorabilia. 

III. The Second Encounter With Aristippus 

i) Aristippus and the other companions 

The chapter is which this encounter is reported consists of two parts. nie  second 

part recalls a discussion Socrates had with a group of companions. We are not told 

whether Anstippus participated in this discussion. On the other hand, the first part is 

devoted to two conversations that were initiated by Aristippus. The first conversation 

deals with the question of the good, the second with the noble. Taken together, these 

conversations would seem to have sorne bearing on the understanding of the gentleman, 

who is by definition both noble and good. 

We are told that Aristippus initiated these conversations in order to refüte 

Socrates, "just as he himself was refuted by him earlier" (333: 1). Aristippus apparently 



did not quite appreciate Socrates' attempt to moderate his continence. In general, it codd 

be said that in their first encounter Socrates adopted the perspective of the morally serious 

gentleman to refute Aristippus' hedonism. So Aristoppus' attempt here to refute Socrates 

was probably aimed at salvaging his hedonistic position as well as his intellecnial pride. 

And by raising questions conceming the good and the noble, it would seem that 

Aristippus' strategy called for an atîack on the d e f ~ n g  qualities of the gentleman. 

Xenophon also tells us at the very outset how Socrates responded to Aristippus. 

"Wishing to benefit his companions, Socrates answered him, not as those who are on 

guard lest their speech become entangled, but as one who has been persuaded that he 

would thus be doing what he should" (3:8: 1). Xenophon thus indicates that one could 

take either a moral or a philosophical approach to the question raised by Aristippus. In so 

doing, he further indicates that there may be two separate sets of answers to those 

questions.'' At any rate, Socrates chose the moral approach. But in this case, he had 

apparently linle or no intention of benefitting Aristippus. Rather, his aim was to benefit 

the other companions who were present during these conversations. 

It is reasonable to suppose that these companions are the same ones who are noted 

in the second part of the chapter. As for their significance, it is necessary to recall that 

the present encounter with Aristippus is reported in chapter eight of book three which, as 

a whole, is supposed to be devoted to those who "longed for the noble things" (3: 1 : 1). 

Moreover, the first seven chapters are devoted to conversations with actual or aspiring 

political and military leaders. Al1 this suggests that some, if not most, of the companions 

in this chapter belong to the class of those who wish to rule; that is, the class of political 



citizens. And in keeping with the theme of book three, it would be Socrates' intention to 

lead these companions "to take more trouble about what they longed for" (3: 1 : 1 ) .  

ii) The conversation on the good 

Xenophon tells us that Anstippus initiated this conversation by asking Socrates 

whether he knew anything good. Aristippus was apparently quite confident that Socrates 

would mention something like "food, drink, wealth, health, strength, or daring" (3:8:2). 

He would then proceed to show Socrates that the thing mentioned is sometimes bad. 

Socrates may not have been aware of Aristippus' mischievous intention, but we are told 

that he took the following precaution: "knowing that if something annoys us we are in 

need of what will stop it, [Socrates] answered afier the manner in which it is best aiso to 

act" (3:8:2). Xenophon thus leads us to consider how the manner in which Socrates 

answered Aristippus could be of practical value to the companions. 

Contrary to Aristippus' expectation. Socrates responds by posing a series of 

questions. He asks Aristippus if he is asking him whether he knows somediing good for 

fever, ophthdmia, or hunger. These questions show that Socrates is taking the view that 

what is good is always usefd for a specific need or purpose. Needless to Say, Aristippus 

is completely unprepared for these questions. He does not know what to say in reply to 

them. His bewilderment prompts Socrates to end the conversation with a curt retort: 

"And if you are asking me at any rate if 1 know something that is good for nothing, 1 

neither know it nor need if' (3:8:3). 



By thus employing an utilitarian conception of the good, Socrates effectively 

prevents Anstippus fiom refbting him before the other companions. But what are these 

companions supposed to denve from this brief and seemingly pointless conversation? To 

address this question, we need to know something about the problems that might have 

arisen had Aristippus been given the opportunity to dispute with Socrates on the question 

of the good. 

it so happens that some of these problems are brought out in an exchange between 

Socrates and Euthydemus, and ambitious young gentleman, in book four, chapter two, of 

the Memorabilia. That exchange occurs shortly after Socrates has exposed Euthydemus' 

ignorance of what justice is. To M e r  evaluate the extent of Euthydemus' ignorance, 

Socrates asks Euthydemus to explain to him "what sorts of things are good, and what 

sorts are bad" (4:2:3 1). 

In his response, Euthydemus reveals that the gentleman firmly believes that things 

such as health, strength, wisdom, and, above al1 happiness are indisputably good (4:2:33- 

34).13 But with M e  effort. Socrates is able to show that none of these things is 

indubitably good. A wise man, for exarnple, may be killed by those who envy his 

wisdom. And if happiness depends on goods of this sort, then its goodness is no Iess 

questionable. This critique of the good devastates Euthydemus' self-confidence. At the 

end of it, he says in despair that he no longer knows even what he should "pray to the 

gods for" (4:2:36). 

Euthydemus' demoralization shows that Aristippus' attempt to refûte Socrates 

could have h m e d  the other companions, even though it was not his intention to do so. 



Furthemore, the exchange witb Euthydemus shows that the aspinng gentleman is not 

sophisticated enough to deal with a radicd critique of the good. And since the other 

companions are probably as inexperienced as Euthydemus, it would surely benefit them 

to know how they should approach the sort of question raised by Aristippus. In this 

regard. the brief exchange with Aristippus teaches the companions that they should force 

the questioner to be more explicit by focusing on particuiar cases that are, in principle, 

amenable to practical solution. 

iii) The conversation of the noble 

The Greek word for the noble. kalon, also refers, among other things, to what is 

fine, beautifûl, or honorable. The various meanings of the word are brought into play in 

this conversation. For the sake of convenience, we shall translate it as noble throughout 

this section. 

The conversation begins with Aristippus asking Socrates whether he knows 

anything noble. Here, we are not told how Aristippus planned to refute Socrates. 

Perhaps, this is because the multi vocal nature of the noble allows Aristippus to employ 

various strategies to refute Socrates. In any case, Socrates says in reply that he knows 

many noble things. This leads Anstippus to follow-up with the question: "So are they all 

like one another?" (3:8:4). 

Here, Aristippus may be expecting Socrates to answer in the affirmative. For it 

would seem that al1 noble things have something in cornmon insofar as they are noble.'' 

But given the various meanings of the noble. it may be Anstippus' intention to show that 



what is noble in one respect is not so in another. For instance, a woman may be noble in 

the sense of being beautifil. But if she is a prostitute, then she is not noble in the sense of 

being honorable. l 5  

Socrates, however, says that some noble things are as unlike as possible. 

Aristippus seems to have anticipated this response. For he immediately challenges 

Socrates to explain how it is that "what is unlike the noble be noble?" (3:8:4). Here, 

Aristippus may be relying on a specific meaning of the noble to refbte Socrates. For 

example, a woman who is beautifid cannot be said tu be ugly at the same tirne. But, as 

his subsequent reaction will reveal, Aristippus is not quite prepared for what Socrates is 

about to Say. 

As to how some noble things are unlike, Socrates first offers two examples. 

Swearing by Zeus, he asserts that "a hurnan being noble at wrestling is unlike another 

who is noble at m i n g ,  and a shield noble for defense is as unlike as can be to a javelin 

noble for being forcefully and swifily hurled" (3:8:4). This is the very first time Socrates 

swears in reply to Aristippus. In fact, he will go on to swear each tirne he defends this 

view of the noble (see 3:8:6-7). This uncharacteristic appeal to Zeus indicates that this 

view of the noble may not stand up to critical ~crutiny. '~ 

Aristippus, for his part, is surprised at this answer. He realizes thzt it is not 

different from the one Socrates gave to the question whether he knew anything good. 

Aristippus thus seems to believe that the noble cannot be treated in the same way as the 

good. But in spite of Aristippus' astonishment, Socrates goes on to argue that dl things 

human beings use--and here he refers to things of both the body and the sou1 (Le. virtue)-- 



"are held to be noble and good for the same things-whatever they are usefui for" (3:8:5). 

Socrates thus insists that his utilitarian view of the noble accords with the conventional 

view. 

Still, it is doubtful whether the gentleman would readily accept the utilitarian view 

of the noble. For, as Aristippus subsequently notes, this would irnply that a dung basket 

is noble if it is suited for its specific purpose. A gentleman, however, is not likely to 

regard such an unsightly object as a thing of beauty." He is even more likely to resist the 

M e r  implication that just as the same things are both good and bad, so are they both 

noble and shameful(3:8:7). For this would mean the noble things he longs for coula turn 

out to be shameful. Yet, he is not likely to think that it is ever shameful, say, to help 

one's ffiends and to harrn one's enemies. 

On the other hand, the ordinary citizens of the democracy are more likely to 

accept Socrates' utilitarian view of the noble. For it would allow them to daim a share in 

the noble so long as they are engaged in some productive activity. But why would 

Socrates wish to democratize, so to speak, the gentleman's understanding of the noble? 

To answer this, we must first keep in mind that this conversation is also addressed 

to those companions who are politically ambitious. As regards the character of these 

companions, we need to draw on what we have learned about the political citizens. 

Generally speaking, we found that these citizens are inclined to be highly critical of the 

democracy (see 3:4: 1,3:5: 15- 16 and 3:7:8). Their love of the noble leads them to 

exaggerate the vices of the demos, and to regard the democracy as an obstacle to their 

ambition. As a result, these citizens often fail to appreciate the positive and usehl 



aspects of the democratic regime and its typical representatives (see, for example, 3 5 :  18- 

20). In light of this deficiency, the utilitarian view of the noble could be seen as an 

attempt to overcome the narrow and inflexible attitude of the noble-minded citizens. By 

teaching h e m  to become more pragmatic and hence open-minded, it helps to moderate 

their disagreements with the dernocracy. 

iv) Houses, temples and altars 

Aristippus' resistance to the utilitarian treatrnent of the noble may have 

compromised Socrates' attempt to moderate the gentleman's prejudice against the 

democracy. Accordingly, Socrates is forced to undertake a further discussion of the noble 

with the other companions. The discussion begins with the subject of houses. Xenophon 

tells us at the very outset what motivated Socrates to speak on this subject: "And when he 

said that the same houses are both noble and usefùl, he was educating, at least in my 

opinion, as to the s o n  that should be built" (3:8:8). The discussion thus appears to be an 

attempt by Socrates to apply and thereby to dari@ his utilitarian view of the noble. 

Socrates' account of the perfect house is based on the premise that it is noble to 

build a house that is "both most pleasant to live in and most useful" (3:8:8-9). The main 

points are surnmarized in the following remarks. "In sum, the most pleasant and the most 

noble dwelling would plausibly be the one where one would have in every season the 

most pleasant refuge and where one would make one's belongings most secure. Paintings 

and embroideries deprive one of more delights that may provide" (323: 10). The repeated 



emphasis on the pleasant clearly qualifies the utilitarian view of the noble. Both the 

useful and the pleasant are now implicitly held to be essential components of the noble. 

The consideration of the pleasant, however, indicates that the longing for the 

noble rnay be unduly intensified and consequently vitiated by the excessive desire for 

pleasure. Hence, the account of the perfect house could be seen as an attempt by Socrates 

to moderate the political ambitions of his companions by encouraging them to cultivate a 

noble, private life- In this connection, the negative remark on paùitings and embroideries 

suggests that the tnie gentleman would derive more pleasure from contemplating the 

orderly arrangement of the usefil or necessary things of the hou~ehold.'~ 

Earlier, in his conversations with the political citizens, Socrates h a  shown that 

those who lack the knowledge to rule can acquire the necessary knowledge through the 

art of household (see 3:4:6- 12 and 3:6:4-18; consider also 4:2:37-39). So, by inducing 

his companions to take a senous interest in their household affairs, Socrates is indirectly 

helping his companions to become competent political men. But Socrates has also said 

that in addition to the art of household management "those intending to manage 

households and cities nobly are in need of divination" (1 : 1 :7 cf. 4:7:lO). This teaching 

helps to explain why the present discussion, which is supposed to be limited in its 

pedagogical intention to the subject of houses, ends with a seemingly unrelated remark on 

temples and altars. 

According to Socrates, "the most becoming place for temples and altars [would] 

be that which, while most visible, would be most untrodden; for it is pleasant for those 

who see it to offer prayers, and it si pleasant for those who are undefiled to approach it" 



(3:8: 10). The secluded location of these religious artifacts is perhaps intended as a 

reminder that it is unlawhil to seek the help of the gods on matters relating to the 

necessary affairs of the city and the household (see 1 : 1 :9). On the other hand, their 

visibility serves perhaps to console those who toi1 nobly that the gods will somehow 

ensure that they will be justly rewarded for their virtue (see, for example, 2: 1 :33). 

The concluding remark, however, does not explicitly refer to either the noble or 

the usefùl. The former is only implied in the phrase "the most becoming". And the 

phrase "the most untrodden" suggests that which is least used. Together, these phrases 

convey the impression that temples and altars, while beautiful and hence pleasant to look 

at, do not redly serve any practical purpose. They thus point to a view of the noble in 

which the consideration of the pleasant supersedes that of the useful. But such a non- 

utilitarian view of the noble is incompatible with the previous one which, as presented in 

the account of the perfect house, placed equal emphasis on the pleasant and the useful. 

To resolve this discrepancy, it is necessary to recalI Socrates' response to 

Critobulus' observation that those who are "most attentive to the noble things and least 

admit the sharneful are frequently in a state of hostility with one another" (2:6: 1 8). 

According to Socrates, these conflicts occur mainly because those who long for the noble 

things "hold the same things to be both noble and pleasant" (2:6:21). From this, it can be 

infened that the non-utilitarian view is actually the view that is held by Socrates' 

companions. So, in spite of its destructive potential, Socrates is nevertheless obliged to 

make some reference to it in order to gratiQ the companions. But this very gesture itself 

would seem to signifi that there is a limit to Socrates' attempt to moderate the desire for 



the noble. That is to Say, there may be no permanent solution to the conflicts generated 

by the longing for the noble things. 

v) Conclusion 

Aristippus' attempt to refute Socrates in public reflects his keen desire to gain a 

reputation for wisdom. Paradoxicaliy, this shows that he is much closer in spirit to those 

whose way of life he rejects, namely, the political citizens. For, despite his aversion to 

politics, Aristippus is nevertheless a lover of victory in that he seeks to outdo his rivais in 

wisdom. Moreover, like the inexperienced political citizens depicted in the first seven 

chapters of book three, he is inclined to act without fully thinking through the 

consequences of his actions. In this case, his conduct reveals that he has given little or no 

thought to the possibility that his intended course of action may be harmfûl to the other 

companions. 

Aristippus' attempr to dispute the gentleman's view of the good and noble could 

have caused the companions to question their a t tachent  to virtue and al1 that it entails in 

terms of their political ambition. Also, as a consequence of his resistance to Socrates' 

utilitarian treatrnent of the noble, he could have reinforced their aristocratie prejudice 

against the democracy. In a word, he could have set them on the path towards tyranny by 

unintentionally subverting their noble aspirations. It is therefore aecessary for Socrates to 

prevent Anstippus from carrying out his mischievous intention, and even to exclude him 

fiorn the complementary discussion of the noble with the other companions. 



In that discussion, Socrates reveds that the longing for the noble things is 

ultimately inseparable from the desire for the pleasant things. Since the desire for 

pleasure is susceptible of excess, it may compt the longing for the noble things. This 

understanding of the noble underlines the necessity of moderating the political ambition 

of the companions. To that end Socrates draws on his teaching on the good household 

manager to encourage his companions to cultivate a noble, pnvate life. As a M e r  

inducement, he appeals to their belief in providential gods. In so doing, Socrates 

indicates that a healthy political life is fundamentally dependent on a right attitude 

towards the gods as well as reasonable account of the gods. 

By revealing the difficulties involved in moderating the longing for the noble 

things, the discussion with the other companions leads us to reconsider the implications 

of Socrates' treatment of Aristippus. In his first encounter with Aristippus, Socrates has 

indicated that the sophists in their capacity as teachers have a usefûl role to play in the 

city. But Aristippus' attempt to refute Socrates brings to mind the intense nvalry among 

the sophists and, more importantly, the detrimental impact of their intellectual disputes on 

the moral and political beliefs of the city (see 1 : 1 : 1 1 - 15; cf. 4:7: 1-8). By exemplifying 

the sober and practical conduct of the good household manager in his responses to 

Aristippus, Socrates shows how the responsible citizens of the city can prevent the 

sophists fiom exceeding the bounds of appropriate speech. As for those who resist the 

imposition of these necessary limits to the dissemination of potentially subversive ideas. 

the exclusion of Anstippus fiom the discussion with the other companions indicates that 

they should be expelled fiom the city. Viewed in this light, the account of Socrates' 



second encounter with Aristippus conveys a teaching underlining the need to moderate 

both the politicai and the intellectual elements of the city . 

IV. Sum mary: Socrates' interaction with the non-political stranger 

Aristippus' unrestrained ambition to gain a reputation for wisdom posed severai 

potentially serious problerns. His various attempts to justiQ his unpolitical and 

hedonistic way of life--fint by questioning the justice of the city, and later by disputing 

the gentleman's view of the good and the noble-exposed him to charges that were 

eventually leveled against Socrates; namely, that of impiety and of corrupting the Young. 

Thus, Aristippus' irresponsible conduct was not only self-destructive, but it also 

endangered his fellow companions as well as Socrates himself. It was therefore 

incumbent on Socrates to moderate Aristippus' conduct. 

Socrates first tried to teach Aristippus why he was obligated to respect the moral 

and political conventions of the city. Although these conventions may be flawed, they 

nevenheless mitigated the problems of injustice both within and without the city. And 

since Aristippus benefitted from these conventions, he ought to show some gratitude by 

rendering hirnself useful to the city. To fkrther induce Aristippus to become more 

prudent Socrates showed Aristippus that he had much to gain in terms of wealth and 

reputation by following the example of Prodicus. But in view of Aristippus' later attempt 

to question the gentleman's view of the good and the noble, Socrates was forced to 

employ a more drastic measure to discipline Aristippus. By excluding Aristippus fiom 

the discussion of the noble with the other companions, Socrates signified to Aristippus 



that he could be permanently banished fiom the Socratic circle for his irresponsible 

conduct and so lose out in terms of the opportunity to improve his philosophicai 

understanding. In political terms, this measure would be analogous to an act of 

expulsion, which in Aristippus' case would mean that he wcdd be deprived of the chance 

to gain wealth and reputation corn the most renowned city in Greece. 

Socrates' treatment of Aristippus reflected in part the city's legitimate concerns 

about the intellectual activities of the sophists, particularly their dissemination of new and 

often unsettling ideas about nature and the cosmos. At the same time, Socrates 

recognized that it was in the city's interest to cultivate citizens who were properly 

schooled in the political art. In this regard, he indicated that the more prudent sophists 

could make useful contributions to the political and moral education of the noble-minded 

citizens. And since the practice of the political art is fostered and sustained by the belief 

in providential gods, Socrates M e r  indicated, through his use of Prodicus' treatise on 

Heracles, that the sophists could benefit the city by propagating the gentleman's 

understanding of the gods. 

The criticism of Aristippus' imrnoderation showed that it was necessary for 

Socrates to distinguish himself from the irresponsible sophist. On the other hand, the 

attempt to moderate Aristippus and to help him become a better and more responsible 

sophist indicated that it was in Socrates' interest to legitimize the role of the sophist as a 

unconventional teacher of politics. In the first place, this would help to vindicate 

Socrates' own way of life as a citizen who prefers to make use of his knowledge of 

politics to teach rather than to engage in public life. In the second place, it would benefit 



Socrates to make use of the sophists to complete the education of his politically ambitious 

companions as this would give him more time to pursue his philosophical activities with 

his more gifted companions. 



Diogenes Laertes, 2:65. 

According to Kenneth C. Blanchard, Jr., "The Middle Road of Classical 
Political Philosophy: Socrates' Dialogues with Aristippus in Xenophon's . . emorabili&' in peview of Politics, vo1.56, pp.671-696, the two 
encounten between Socrates and Aristippus are intended to show that 
Socrates is the direct opposite of the sophia. But the same could be said 
of Socrates' encounters with the sophists Antiphon and Hippias. Because 
of his thesis, Blanchard fails to consider that part of Socrates' intention in 
conversing with Aristippus, who is introduced by Xenophon as a 
cornpanion, may have been to help Aristippus become a better sophist. 

In 152,  Socrates argues that slaves cannot be trusted if they are not 
trained in continence. 

Strauss, eno~hon's Socrates, 

Consider, for example, the case of Araspas in the Cyro~aedia (5: 1 :8-17 
and 6: 1 :3 1-41). 

cf. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracv in America (New York, 1969), 
transIated by George Lawrence, pp.253-254. 

Here Socrates refers to three legendary robbers who were killed by 
Theseus, the founder of Athens. The allusion to the latter suggests that 
before the rule of law, men submitted to the authonty of a strong 
individual. 

Strauss, Xenophon's Socrates, p.3 5 .  

Epicharmus was a comic poet, who made fun of Heracles voracity, see 
Strauss, Xenophon's Socrates, p.36. Strauss also calls attention to a comic 
element in Prodicus' treatise on Heracles (p.37). Al1 this would seem to 
suggest that Socrates did not consider this part of his speech to be a 
serious one. 

According to Strauss, Xeno~hon's Socrates, pp.35-36, the statements of 
Hesiod, Epicharmus and Prodicus "differ fiom what had been said by 
Aristippus and Socrates because they trace the necessity of t o i h g  to the 
gods; they give theological support to the Socratic recornrnendations 
which lack such support." 



Sirauss, Xenophon's Socrates, p.74, suggests that the section "consisting of 
[book three, chapters eight and nine] is at least extemally the most 
philosophic part of the first three books of the Memorabilia." 

cf. Aristotle, EJicornachean Ethics 1 O94b 16-1 9. 

Strauss, Xenqohon's SocraB, p.75, says that Ahtippus' question about 
the noble points to the inadequacy of Socrates' a m e r  regarding the good; 
that is, Aristippus' question mggests that al1 good things have something 
in common. 

Consider, for example, the case of Theodote later on in book three, chapter . . eIeven, of the M e r n a -  

Strauss, )Ceno~hon's Socrates, p.76. 

In his Symposium (5: 1-1 O), Xenophon depicts a beauty contest between 
Socrates and Critobulus which shows that the gentleman is not likely to 
accept Socrates' thesis that the noble is reducible to the useful. 

In Xenophon's Oeconomicus (8: 19), Ischomachus, the perfect gentieman, 
says that "even pots have a graceful look when distinctly arranged." See 
Leo Strauss, Xenophon's Socratic Discourse (Ithaca, New York, 1 WO), 
pp. 140- 145. 



Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

Part of the purpose of this dissertation is to show that Xenophon's predominantly 

modem critics are mistaken in dismissing the Memorabilia as  a work worthy of senous 

consideration. These cntics rightly maintain that the credibility and significance of 

Xenophon's recollection of Socrates' conversations with the companions hinge on the 

cornpetence of his formal defense of Socrates in the opening two chapters of the work. 

But then they contend that Xenophon's defense succeeds so well that it is vimially 

impossible to imagine how Socrates could have been prosecuted in the first place, much 

less convicted and executed for the charges of impiety and compting the Young. Since 

the account of Socrates given in the defense is obviously misleading, Xenophon's 

subsequent reports of Socrates cannot be tmsted. The Memorabilia therefore c m o t  

contribute anything of value to our understanding of Socrates. 

Contrary to the claims of these critics, our examination of Xenophon's defense 

shows that it is designed to cl&@ Socrates' complex role as a critical but responsible 

citizen-philosopher. To that end, Xenophon does not deny that Socrates questioned the 

traditional and authoritative opinions of the city, and that he even encouraged his 

companions to do the sarne. Indeed, Xenophon defends these actions on the grounds that 

they served to alleviate the moral and political problerns afflicting the city. 

Xenophon's defense is based on his understanding of the implications of Socrates' 

philosophical way of life. The account of Socrates' confrontation with the proponents 



of natural philosophy and his tum to the investigation of the human things accords with 

the Socratic notion of philosophy as the unfinished quest for knowledge of the most 

important things. In practical terms, this notion of philosophy means that Socrates was 

not in the position to provide a final and comprehensive solution to the fundamental 

problems of political life. But inasrnuch as Socrates understood the nature and extent of 

these problems, he could and did offer the city limited but nonetheless invaluable 

practicai guidance. 

Socrates' unorthodox view of the omniscience of the gods is perhaps the most 

important exarnple of the kind of practical guidance he rendered to the city. For it served 

tc, neutralise the philosophical opinions that threatened to undermine the belief in 

providential gods on the one hand, and to correct the troubling defects in the popular 

opinion about the nature of the city's gods on the other hand. As exemplified by the trial 

of the generals, the popular notion of the gods allowed the majority of the people to diink 

that îhey could flout the law with impunity. In this particular regard. Socrates' view of 

the gods supplied the city with the means to reinforce the mle of law, which was 

necessary to check the self-destructive conduct of the democracy. 

Furthemore, in keeping with his notion of piety, Socrates exhorted his 

companions to cultivate the habits of self-reliance and mutual cooperation. While he 

disavowed being a teacher of virtue, he nevertheless made use of his practical wisdom to 

inspire his companions with the desire for virtue. By making them aware of their own 

ignorance and deficiencies, Socrates led his companions to appreciate the need to acquire 

knowledge of the necessary things. And those of his companions who sought to improve 



themselves in this way became more moderate and prudent in conducting their private 

and public afTairs. 

But Socrates' attempt to educate his companions also caused them to question the 

traditional claims to authority as well as the conventional noms of fiiendship and 

citizenship. Socrates, however, tolerated this critical attitude among his companions 

because it helped to insulate them from the excessive and unreasonable demands of the 

city. More importantly, by thus liberating his companions from the narrow partisan 

interests of the city, Socrates made his companions more capable of acting for the sake of 

the common good. Radical though it may seem, Socrates' utilitarian approach to the 

teaching of politics and the cultivation of vimie pointed to the possibility of creating a 

class of gentlemen which could moderate the factional conflicts in the city. 

The presentation of Socrates' utilitarian teaching implies that there was a self- 

regarding element underlying Socrates' interest in the fi-iendship of gentlemen. Socrates 

used his practical wisdom as a means to attract the most promising students to 

philosophy. But in his attempt to gain worthy partners in the quest for knowledge, 

Socrates also attracted political villains like Critias and Alcibiades. The notoriety of 

some of Socrates' companions clearly jeopardized his reputation as a teacher. Moreover. 

the reference to the irresponsible conduct of the proponents of natural philosophy 

indicated that Socrates was concemed with the fate of philosophy in the city. Hence it 

was in Socrates' interest to cultivate a circle of good and respectable fnends both to 

protect his way of life and to preserve the place of philosophy in the city. 



%y thus clarifying Socrates' complex relation to the city, Xenophon's defense 

prepares us for the proper appreciation of his subsequent accounts of Socrates' interaction 

with the companions. More to the point, it leads us to consider each of the conversations 

reported in the ensuing chapters of the Memorabilia as an illustration of Socrates' 

practical effons to reconcile his pnvate, philosophical way of life with the dernands of 

citizenship. To substantiate this reading of the defense, we examined a selection of these 

conversations. The main points of each of these conversations are outlined below. 

1. Aristodemus. Socrates' immediate purpose in this conversation is to prevent 

Aristodemus from publicly disparaging the city's piety. He succeeds in this attempt by 

making use of his novel account of the gods to show Aristodemus that he has not given 

sufficient thought to the question of divine providence. Socrates, however, does not fully 

resolve Aristodemus' doubts about the gods. Instead, he leaves it open to Aristodemus to 

consult with him in the future about the tmth regarding his alternative account of the 

gods. Socrates' interest in fostering the fnendship of Aristodemus appears to be reiated 

to the latter's love of wisdom and beauty. These qualities would seem to make him the 

ideal disciple for the transmission of a noble and salutary vision of the philosophical life. 

3 . - Crito. As a wealthy citizen. Crito is subjected to the constant harassrnent of the 

sycophants. Socrates solves Crito's predicarnent by introducing him to Archedemus, who 

is possibly one of the leaders of the poor, urban democrats. As Xenophon makes clear, 

the success of the partnership between Crito and Archedemus was due in part to Crito's 

own effons to gain the trust of Archedemus. This conversation thus helps to explain why 

Crito was regarded as one of Socrates' tme associates. Crito was able, with a iittle help 



fkom Socrates, to take care of his private and public &airs. Socrates' intervention in this 

instance points to the feasibility of soliciting the cooperation of some of the more 

respectable members of the lower classes to moderate the conduct of the democracy. 

3. Çritobulus. In the course of dealing with Critobulus' desire for beautiful fiiends, 

this conversation explores the problem of the corruption of the conventional, public- 

spirited gentleman. Through his account of the dangers inherent in the use of praise and 

his implicit criticism of Pericles, Socrates suggests that, by flattering the people, Pencles 

contributed to the immoderation of the democracy, and this in him led to the corruption 

of the noble-minded citizens. As a partial solution to disorder prevailing in the upper 

classes, Socrates points to the need for an education that would ernphasize the cultivation 

of the pleasures of a noble, private life. Such a scheme would also open up a space for 

the philosophical education of the most promising individuals. In this context, Critobulus 

has a useful role to play as a helper in Socrates' hunt for good souls. 

4. ~icomachides. As a distinguished soldier, Nicomachides is angry at the c i 9  for 

rejecting his bid for the generalship and electing instead Antisthenes, a businessman. 

Socrates partially defends the democracy by justifying Antisthenes' election. But at the 

same time he does not deny Nicomachides' view about the deplorable conduct of the 

Athenian assernbly. In his attempt to overcome Nicomachides' resentment of 

Antisthenes, Socrates reveals that he regards the art of household management as the 

foundation of the political art. This teaching also helps to refine Nicomachides' cntical 

attitude towards the Athenians by providing him with a cntenon to distinguish the good 

from the bad democrats. 



5.  e Youriper Pendes. In this conversation, Socrates reveals that he does not 

approve of both the radicalisation of the democracy by the elder Pericles and the extreme 

oligarchic tendency latent in the younger Pencles' hope of restoring the city's ancient 

virtue. Although Socrates agrees that the democracy is in a bad state, he denies that the 

situation is incorrigible. The problem, according to Socrates, is one of leadership. In this 

regard, Socrates shows that the aristocratie prejudices of the younger Pericles have 

actually hindered him fiom acquiring the practical skills and knowledge necessary to 

govem the democracy. Socrates suggests that a good d e r  would be able to tame the 

dernos by exploiting its hopes and fears. Also, as part of his attempt to help Pencles find 

a practical solution to the city's military predicament, Socrates points to the possibility of 

improving the democracy by de-emphasizing its reliance on the navy through a partial 

reorganisation of the army. 

6. Charrnides. The most striking feature of this conversation is Socrates' derogatory 

remark on the character of the dernos. But Socrates makes it very clear that this is 

necessary to resolve Charmides' ambivalent attitude towards the democracy and to 

facilitate his active participation in its affairs. Furthemore, Socrates indicates that 

Charmides would learn more about himself by taking an active interest in the democracy. 

While Charrnides appears to be more amsicted to Socrates' noble but pnvate way of life, 

his misunderstanding of the democracy seems to reflect his lack of awareness of the more 

radical aspects of Socrates' way of life. Despite his long association with Socrates. 

Charmides seems to have ignored or depreciated what Xenophon considers a fundamental 



and controversial aspect of Socrates' philosophical way of Iife; that is, Socrates' 

utilitanan and hence seemingly vulgar approach to the central problems of political life. 

7. Aristippus. The two encounters with Aristippus are partly intended for the 

clarification of the nature and limits of the gentleman's way of life. Socrates' attempt to 

reduce the noble to the good irnplies that the gentleman's notion of the noble is not 

rational. Hence the discourse on the perfect house is intended to help improve the 

practical judgment of the noble-minded companions by leading them to take a serious 

interest in the necessary affain of the household. In ternis of the gentleman's political 

life, the first encounter with Aristippus reveals that the belief in providential gods is 

necessary to foster and to sustain the gentleman's cornmitment to the practise of the 

kingly art. As for Aristippus, this understanding of the gentleman's way of life is used to 

show him that it is fooiish and unjust for him to denigrate those who are both able and 

willing to nile. Apart fiom this, Socrates has a prudential interest in helping Aristippus 

become a better and more responsible sophist. It would benefit Socrates both to 

legitimise the role of the unconventional teacher of politics and to rely on the prudent 

sophist to complete the education of his non-philosophic companions. 

These conversations show how Socrates accomplished, within the framework set 

by his awareness of the fundamental and unresolved questions of political life, different 

objectives at the same time; narnely, to help his companions improve themselves, to point 

out practical ways of moderating the democracy, and to advance his private, 

philosophical interests. Accordingly. they serve to substantiate the account of 

Socrates'complex role as a citizen-philosopher given in Xenophon's defense. 



Furthemore, they help to explain why Xenophon would attach such great value to the 

ordinary conversations Socrates had with the ordinary companions. By reveaiing the 

scope and limits of Socrates' practical ability to improve his companions, these 

conversations point to the various aspects of the problem of perfecting the city and its 

citizens. In ail, they suggest that the Memorabilia is intended to convey in a systematic 

and comprehensive manner those experiences of Socrates' civic life that led Xenophon to 

reflect on the fundamentai problems of politics. 
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