society can survive. This conviction led to the growth of a
new philosophical movement grounded on the theory that
absolute standards do exist, and that human beings can
determine what these are, through the exercise of reason.
The initiator of this trend was Socrates.

The Life and Thought of Socrates

Socrates was not a professional teacher, like the Sophists.
He may have trained as a stonemason, and he certainly
had some sort of livelihood that enabled him to maintain
his status as a citizen and hoplite. Having fought in three
campaigns as part of the Athenian infantry during the war
with Sparta, he was both an ardent patriot and a sincere
critic of Athenian policy. His method of instruction was
conversation: through dialogue with passers-by, he sub-
mitted every presumed truth to examination in order to
establish a firm foundation for further inquiry. Everything
we know about Socrates’ teachings comes from the writings
of younger men who considered themselves his pupils, and
who participated in these conversations. The most impor-
tant of these followers was Plato.

According to Plato, Socrates sought to show that all
supposed certainties are merely unexamined prejudices
inherited from others. Socrates always said that he himself
knew nothing, because this was a more secure place from
which to begin the learning process. He sought to base
his speculations on sound definitions of key concepts—
justice, virtue, beauty, love—which he and his pupils could
arrive at only by investigating their own assumptions. And
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he focused his attention on practical ethics rather than
the study of the physical world (like the Milesians did) or
abstractions (like the Pythagoreans). He urged his listeners
to reflect on the principles of proper conduct, both for their
own sakes and for that of society as a whole. One should
consider the meaning and consequences of one’s actions at
all times, he taught, and be prepared to take responsibility
for them. According to one of his most memorable sayings,
“the unexamined life is not worth living”

It is bitterly ironic that such a man, the product of
Athenian democracy, should have been put to death
by democratic processes. Shortly after the end of the
Peloponnesian War in 399 B.CE, when Athens was reel-
ing from the shock of defeat and from violent internal
upheavals, a democratic faction decided that Socrates was
a threat to the state. A democratic court agreed, condemn-
ing him to death for denying the gods, disloyalty to the
polis, and “corrupting the youth.” Although his friends
made arrangements for him to flee the city and thus evade
punishment, Socrates insisted on abiding by the laws,
proving himself true to his own principles and setting an
example for future citizens. He died calmly by the pre-
scribed method, self-administered poison.

According to Socrates, the goal of philosophy is to help
human beings understand and apply standards of absolute
good, rather than to master a series of mental tricks that facili-
tate personal gain at the expense of others. The circumstances
of his death, however, show that it is difficult to translate this
philosophy into principles that can be widely accepted. This
would be the task of Plato, who would lay the groundwork for
all subsequent Western philosophy (see Chapter 4).

REVIEWING THE OBJECTIVES

® The Greek polis was a unique form of government. What
factors led to its emergence?

® Hoplite warfare had a direct effect on the shaping of early
democracy. Why?

® poleis could develop in very different ways. What are some
of the reasons for this?

® |n what ways did Athenian culture, philosophy, and art
reflect democratic ideals?

® The Persian and Peloponnesian Wars affected Greek
civilization in profound ways. Describe some of the
consequences of Athens’ victory in the former and its defeat
in the latter.
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DNCLUSION

are many striking similarities between the civili-
n of ancient Greece and our own-and many stark
erences. Perhaps the most salient example of both is
 concept of democracy, which in ancient Greece was
d by a class of propertied male citizens supported by
ery. In theory and in practice, this class amounted
a small percentage of the population in Athens,
s in Sparta the vast majority were subject to the
[ an even smaller class of Spartiates. At the same
the growth of Athenian democracy meant, increas-
, the exploitation of other poleis and the spread of
ism, a ruinous policy of preemptive warfare,
eased intolerance and paranoia. (Socrates was
the only man put to death for expressing his opin-
nally, the status of women in this “golden age”
er than it had been in earlier periods of history,
nen had fewer personal rights than in any of the
ocieties we have studied so far.
ad yet the profound significance of Greek experiments
forms of governance, and new ideas about the
s undeniable. This can be seen with particular
‘we compare the Greek poleis with the empires and
of Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt. The typical
gime of the ancient Near Eastern world was, as
seen, that of a monarch supported by a powerful
. In this context, cultural achievements were
truments to enhance the prestige of rulers,
nomic life was controlled by palaces and temples.
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By contrast, the core values of the Greeks were the primacy
of the human male and the principles of competition,
individual achievement, responsibility, and human
freedom. (The very word for [reedom—eleutheria—
cannot be translated into any ancient Near Eastern
language, not even Hebrew.) In his history, Herodotus
records a conversation between a Greek (in this case a
Spartan) and a Persian, who expresses surprise that the
Greeks should raise spears against the supposedly benign
rule of his emperor. The Spartan retorts, “You understand
how to be a slave, but you know nothing of freedom.
Had you tasted it, you would advise us to fight not only
with spears but with axes.” The story of how the Greeks
came to turn those spears on one another within a few
generations of their united victory is worthy of one of
their own tragedies.

Another way of appreciating the enduring importance
of Greek civilization is to recall the essential vocabulary
we have inherited from it: not only the word democracy
but politics, philosophy, theater, history. The very notion of
humanity comes to us from the Greeks. For them, the full-
est development of one’s potential should be the aim of
existence: every free man is the sculptor of his own mon-
ument. This work of growing from childishness to per-
sonhood is what the Greeks called paideia (pie-DAY-ah);
the Romans called it humanitas. How this and other ideas
came to be disseminated beyond Greece, to be adopted
by the peoples and places of a much wider world, is the
subject of Chapter 4.

THINKING ABOUT CONNECTIONS
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® The trial and execution of Socrates can be seenas a
referendum on the relationship between the individual
and the state. What does this incident reveal about the
limitations of personal power and individual rights? To
what degree was this incident a product of Athenian
losses during the Peloponnesian War? To what extent
does it reflect long-term trends in the Greek world?

® \We like to think that we can trace our democratic ideals
and institutions back to Athens, but does this mean that
the failings of Athenian democracy also mirror those of
our own? What parallels can you draw between ancient
Athens and today’s United States? What are some key
differences?
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