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SOCRATES 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 

Socrates did no t write any philosoph ic a l 
te xts. Whal we know of his id e a s and 
beliefs are based on the writings of his 
stud en ts, in particular those of Pla to. 

Bec ause we d on ' t have Socra tes' words 
direct,ly ii is d i fficult to identify the "re al" 
Socrates. In the dia lo gues writte n by 
Pla to it is nea rly impossible to tell whic h 

are the view s of Socra tes and w hic h are 
th ose o f Plato, himself . 

 

Perhaps the m ost enduring c ontribution 
made by Socrates was his m e thod of 
inq uiry tha t became known as the 
Socratic method. Hypothe sis are 
proposed and elimina ted as a way of 
discussing c omp lex topics. By 
elimina ting hypo these s thr ough c are ful 

discuss ion, und erlying issue s are 
exposed. The Soc ra tic Method, still used 

today, influenced modern-day  scien tific 

m etho d . 
In its simp lest form, the So cra tic M e thod 
l akes a prob lem and bre aks it down into 
a serie s of ques tions w hic h are gra dually 
exa mined and discussed for better and 
better solutions. The Questioner and the 
questioned exp lore the implica tionsof 
differen t viewpoints. As the argum en t 
goes through different iterations, ii 
becomes more and  more difficult  to 
refu te. Socra tes b elieve d tha t this 
brought us c loser lo the tru th. Socra tes 
believed in the immortality of the soul. 
Socrates questioned if are l e (virtue) can 
be taught. He believed that moral 
excellence resulted from divine bequest 
ra ther than nurturing. 

ll1illc lOCMlrnC r!li:HilOI!): A method by which 

knowledge is expanded or gained by pur su ing a 

series of quest ions and  examin ing  the 

implicatio ns of the answers. 

Backg round: Socrates was born around 469 

B.C.E. in Athens. Much of his ear ly life is 
unknown. The li ttle b i t we do know comes 
from the dialogue s o f Plato and Xenophon as 
well as plays by Aristopha nes. Socra tes was 
born into a resp ec tab le family tha t was 
rela tively poor. He had a traditional Greek 
educa tion whic h included reading, writing, 
gymnastic s, music, geometry and astronomy. 

 
So c ra tes' in tellec tual pursuits we re larg ely sel f 
m olival e d.  is unclear who his tea c he rs we re. 
According lo Pla to he met Zeno of Elea and 
Paramenides. He also learned  from  Diol ima 
and Aspasia , both women. It is un cl ea r how 
So c ra tes earned a living. At one lime he was 
a member of the sena te o f Athens. He also 
possibly served in the Athenian army. Most 
wo rkssuggest tha t Socra tes did no t work al all 
but instea d spent all of his tim e discussing 

philosophy in Athens. 
 

So c ra tes' tria l and exe cution are perhaps the 
most remembered part of his lif e. Socrates 

pursuit o f virtue and truth clashed with the 
politic s o f the day. He raised ques tion s about 
Athenian religion and d emoc rac y. 
Furtherm ore , he openly praised the Spa rtans, 
Athenians' arc h-rivals. Socra tes appointed 
himself the social and moral critic  of Athens 
and ruffled many fea the rs. His "cr im e" was 
tha t of c orrup ting the minds of young 
Atheniansby quest ioning the wisdom and 
idea s o f the day. He was found guilty and 

sentenc e d lo death by drinking a mixture 
containing the poison hemlock. 
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* No te: The se vie wp oints may or may not ha ve b een So c ra tes ' b elie fs as they are on ly known to us through 

the writings o f Pla to. 
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Ethics: Socrates 
believed that Ethic s 
we re d eve lop ed 
throug h m a tu rit y, 
wisdom, and love . 
Socrates asserted 
tha t ethic s can be 
taught. His 

in troduc tion of 

stand ard s of 
l ea c hing et hic s 
around 400 B.C.E. 
had a la sting 
impa c t on Western 

thoug h t. 

Government: So c ra te s opposed democracy. He was against any 
form of government tha t was not led by philosop hers. So c ra te s 
asserted tha t philosophe rs were the only people suit ab le lo govern 
others. Furthermo re, he sugg este d tha t the ma jority was not 
capable of good decision-m ak ing . Inste a d, ii is more valuable for 
those governing lo make logical and defensible d ec isions.* 
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Socie ty : Ac c ord ing l o Soc ra tes, society 
existe d lo provide the best life for an 
ind ividua l. Soc ie ties are form ed because 
individuals are not self-suffici en t. 

Ind ividuals mus t wor k to g ether to a c qu ire 
all tha t is needed for surviva l. So c ie ty is 
sep ara ted in to spec ia lized la bor funct ions 
and distinct classes (fa rmers, b uild ers, e tc .) 
Ad d itionall,y there are those who manage 
soci ety . These p eop le migh t be c a lled 

upon to settle disputes within the society. 

Education: Soc ra te s suggeste d that there are 2 
kinds o f kn owle d ge: imp ortant and trivial. Many 
people know "trivial" things.   A  craftsman knows 
im p ortant  knowledge about his cra  ft and 
himself. The c r a ft sman 's "imp ortant " knowledge 
is no t th e kind of knowledge that Soc ra te s 
p erce ivesto be imp ortant . Socrates sug ge sts 
Iha!important knowledge relates lo "h ow best 
lo live." Using the Socratic method, he and his 
students discover imp ortant knowle dge. Th e 
goals, therefore, of ed ucation is to know what 
you can and know what you do not know. 

Human Nature: Human s, a c c o rd ing l o Socrates, are 

c ap able of being good. The knowledge that one can be 
good allows one  to  l o  choose the path to  good and not 
lo evil. Human potential is unlim it ed .  The human mind  is 
c onstan tly le a rning and capa ble of gaining more and 
more knowledge. This searc h for knowledge varies 
a mong st ind ividual human beings. Huma nspossess an 
inne r-self w hic h is divine. II will live forever with the gods. 
Humans are  the only creatures who recognize the 
differenc e between virtue (knowledge} and ignora nc e. 
Ignoranc e is the roo t of a ll ev il. 

Will: Socrates was deeply 
interested in the weakness of 
will. He and his stud ents 
ques tioned whether one 

does wrong when they 
genuinely know what is righ t. 
Socrates argued that people 
do evil when they perceive 
that the benefits outweigh 
the costs. Thus et hic s was a 
matter of personal balance 
between benefits and costs 
of one 's a c tions . 

 


