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Socrates and his religion

Among the philosophical schools that throve in Greece starting from the 5th century several currents and personalities were influenced by Socrates, whose teachings in moral issues was particularly involving and matter of controversial interpretation. 
He was firmly convinced that nobody would pursue willingly an evil object except by ignorance, for man’s will is naturally, necessarily inclined to the good. Man only needs to know the good to desire it. In other words, the good is the necessary end of man’s will. 

There is no ethical intellectualism in such a standpoint. We could rather say that it was inspired by a deep mysticism. Socrates states it as a factual consequence both of his personal experience and of a deep debate with his contemporaries that allowed him to affirm his vision on philosophical principle, as a general rule for man. His standpoint reacted polemically against the strong current of Sophism that rejected any possibility to state principles and rules of universal value, for ‘man is measure of all things’, yet ‘all individuals inside mankind and their ideas are equal in wisdom’ ; consequently, ‘what seems to a man is truth for him alone’. Socrates maintained, on the contrary, that virtue, good, truth owned an objective and universal ground, rationally demonstrable and demonstrate.  Therefore the ethical attitude and behavior should be based on objective requirements of man’s (and god’s) nature. Then virtue and good exert not only a highly attractive but also an impossible to resist power of attraction,  provided only that  they are understood and perceived as good. Virtue is by nature attractive:

“… it is not merely the state in accordance with the right rule, but the state that implies the presence of the right rule, that is virtue; and practical wisdom is a right rule about such matters. Socrates, then, thought the virtues were rules or rational principles (for he thought they were, all of them, forms of scientific knowledge) …

… it would be strange - so Socrates thought - if when knowledge was in a man something else could master it and drag it about like a slave. For Socrates was entirely opposed to the view in question, holding that there is no such thing as incontinence; no one, he said, when he judges acts against what he judges best, people act so only by reason of ignorance.”

Quoting Socrates, Aristotle in this passage seizes the opportunity to express his full disagreement  with his previous master:

“Now,  this view plainly contradicts the observed facts”,

he concludes.
Yet this was the basic ethical principle of Socrates. Nothing was more a cause of high pleasure than the spiritual happiness procured by virtue. Xenophon reports Socrates’ reply to the objection raised by the sophist Antipho who ridiculed him because of his poverty, frugality and his decision not to be paid for his teaching:

“… to prevent me from being a slave to gluttony, or sleep, or other animal gratifications, can you imagine any cause more efficient than having other objects of attention more attractive than they, which not only afford pleasure in the moment of enjoying them, but give hopes that they will benefit me perpetually? You are aware of this also, that those who think themselves successful in nothing, are far from being cheerful, but that those who regard their agriculture, their seamanship, or whatever other occupation they pursue, as going on favorably for them, are delighted as with present success?   But do you think that from all these gratifications so much pleasure can arise as from the consciousness that you are growing better yourself, and are acquiring more valuable friends? Such is the consciousness, then, which I continue to enjoy.”

As far as we can reconstruct his life and his teaching from the accounts given by his disciples, he did not compose a system in whatsoever branch of philosophy. His teaching was a standing discourse, both stimulating, questioning and demolishing other’s point of view and hinting to the truth without asserting it plainly or making his oppose to acknowledge something he himself was unwilling to accept (the famous irony): a typical work in progress. Socrates by means of his ceaseless inquiring  makes others aware of their ignorance and, at the same time, makes them able to yearn the truth and renders their mind open to discover is beyond their superficial opinion. Meanwhile his opponents do not even know the logical whereabouts they are lead into. 

This explains why his teachings became soon a matter of controversial interpretations. We find an extraordinary portrait of Socrates as a master of diatribe in the words Plato puts in Alcibiades’ mouth at the end of the Symposium. Here we realize a kind of divinization of Socrates. Of course, we can here easily perceive Plato’s basic view of the divine nature whenever we are concerned with the ideas of perfection when we are looking for the ultimate meaning of Good, Truth, Beauty and Love  (the main topic of the Symposium):

“And now, my boys, I shall praise Socrates in a figure which will appear to him to be a caricature, and yet I speak, not to make fun of him, but only for the truth’s sake. I say, that he is exactly like the busts of Silenus
, which are set up in the statuaries, shops, holding pipes and flutes in their mouths ; and they are made to open in the middle, and have images of gods inside them. I say also that hit is like Marsyas the satyr
. You yourself will not deny, Socrates, that your face is like that of a satyr. Aye, and there is a resemblance in other points too. For example, you are a bully, as I can prove by witnesses, if you will not confess. And are you not a flute-player ? That you are, and a performer far more wonderful than Marsyas. He indeed with instruments used to charm the souls of men by the powers of his breath, and the players of his music do so still : for the melodies of Olympus are derived from Marsyas who taught them, and these, whether they are played by a great master or by a miserable flute-girl, have a power which no others have ; they alone possess the soul and reveal the wants of those who have need of gods and mysteries, because they are divine. But you produce the same effect with your words only, and do not require the flute ; that is the difference between you and him. When we hear any other speaker, even very good one, he produces absolutely no effect upon us, or not much, whereas the mere fragments of you and your words, even at second-hand, and however imperfectly repeated, amaze and possess the souls of every man, woman, and child who comes within hearing of them. And if I were not, afraid that you would think me hopelessly drunk, I would have sworn as well as spoken to the influence which they have always had and still have over me. For my heart leaps within me more than that of any Corybantian reveller, and my eyes rain tears when I hear them. And I observe that many others are affected in the same manner. I have heard Pericles and other great orators, and I thought that they spoke well, but I never had any similar feeling ; my soul was not stirred by them, nor was I angry at the thought of my own slavish state. But this Marsyas has often brought me to such pass, that I have felt as if I could hardly endure the life which I am leading (this, Socrates, you will admit) ; and I am conscious that if I did not shut my ears against him, and fly as from the voice of the siren, my fate would be like that of others, — he would transfix me, and I should grow old sitting at his feet. For he makes me confess that I ought not to live as I do, neglecting the wants of my own soul, and busying myself with the concerns of the Athenians ; therefore I hold my ears and tear myself away from him. And he is the only person who ever made me ashamed, which you might think not to be in my nature, and there is no one else who does the same. For I know that I cannot answer him or say that I ought not to do as he bids, but when I leave his presence the love of popularity gets the better of me. And therefore I run away and fly from him, and when I see him I am ashamed of what I have confessed to him. Many a time have I wished that he were dead, and yet I know that I should be much more sorry than glad, if he were to die : so that am at my wit’s end.”
Which is the final goal of such ceaseless ironical inquiry? It is openly acknowledge by Alcibiades: 

“…he makes me confess that I ought not to live as I do”

Paradoxally, according to Plato, Socrates’ method through doubt did not conclude with the proclamation of some principle, but with the perception of what does really mean a life that become conscious of itself,  which does not overlap with what one operates, owns, manages, but rather with what man is: ‘know your-self’. This kind and this level of consciousness  is expressed by the famous puzzling Socrates’ words: 

‘Only this I know: that I know nothing’,

that voices his way of starting a discussion, when he played the ironical role of one who wants to know from his interlocutors, supposed to be better informed on a subject, save that he became after  more and more puzzled, being unveiled his ignorance. Moreover, this sentence recalled the famous inscription of Delphis’ temple which marked the limits of human knowledge in front of what what assigned by gods. So Socrates’ enterprise Besides in some respect is a new vision of the terms assigned by God to man through philosophy. Therewith this famous Socrates’ sentence highlights that a new stage of consciousness starts only and just after having being able to put in question the grounds of one’s knowledge. Hence rises a new horizon of life, which is likened to a new birth, in which Socrates plays the role of the midwife (obstetrician), while in classical tradition Socrates was currently accepted as ‘the parent of philosophy’
:

“Well, my art of midwifery is in most respects like theirs; but differs, in that I attend men and not women; and look after their souls when they are in labour, and not after their bodies: and the triumph of my art is in thoroughly examining whether the thought which the mind of the young man brings forth is a false idol or a noble and true birth. And like the mid-wives, I am barren, and the reproach which is often made against me, that I ask questions of others and have not the wit to answer them myself, is very just-the reason is, that the god compels-me to be a midwife, but does not allow me to bring forth. And therefore I am not myself at all wise, nor have I anything to show which is the invention or birth of my own soul, but those who converse with me profit. Some of them appear dull enough at first, but afterwards, as our acquaintance ripens, if the god is gracious to them, they all make astonishing progress; and this in the opinion of others as well as in their own. It is quite dear that they never learned anything from me; the many fine discoveries to which they cling are of their own making. But to me and the god they owe their delivery. And the proof of my words is, that many of them in their ignorance, either in their self-conceit despising me, or falling under the influence of others, have gone away too soon; and have not only lost the children of whom I had previously delivered them by an ill bringing up, but have stifled whatever else they had in them by evil communications, being fonder of lies and shams than of the truth; and they have at last ended by seeing themselves, as others see them, to be great fools. Aristeides, the son of Lysimachus, is one of them, and there are many others. The truants often return to me, and beg that I would consort with them again, they are ready to go to me on their knees and then, if my familiar allows, which is not always the case, I receive them, and they begin to grow again. Dire are the pangs which my art is able to arouse and to allay in those who consort with me, just like the pangs of women in childbirth; night and day they are full of perplexity and travail which is even worse than that of the women. So much for them. And there are -others, Theaetetus, who come to me apparently having nothing in them; and as I know that they have no need of my art, I coax them into marrying some one, and by the grace of God I can generally tell who is likely to do them good. Many of them I have given away to Prodicus, and many to other inspired sages. I tell you this long story, friend Theaetetus, because I suspect, as indeed you seem to think yourself, that you are in labour-great with some conception. Come then to me, who am a midwife's son and myself a midwife, and do your best to answer the questions which I will ask you. And if I abstract and expose your first-born, because I discover upon inspection that the conception which you have formed is a vain shadow, do not quarrel with me on that account, as the manner of women is when their first children are taken from them. For I have actually known some who were ready to bite me when I deprived them of a darling folly; they did not perceive that I acted from good will, not knowing that no god is the enemy of man that was not within the range of their ideas; neither am I their enemy in all this, but it would be wrong for me to admit falsehood, or to stifle the truth.”

Socrates and religion

To wake man’s conscience to a superior standard of consciousness is Socrates’ mission. Plato links it to a divine vocation. Philosophy as such, according to Socrates (and Plato),  was no pure intellectual exercise, but the endeavor to attain a superior, divine sphere of being. This was  in sharp contrast with the teachings of the Sophists who proclaimed that the proper scope of any philosophical teaching was confined to persuade and to convince others in order to attain practical benefits.

Plato in his Apology of Socrates let him claim for the divine inspiration of his teaching, saying that it is proved by its fruit, t. is virtue, which foster  the true welfare and the true reaches for society:

“ … if you say to me: ‘Socrates, this time we will  …  let you off, but upon one condition, that are to inquire and speculate in this way any more, and that if you are caught doing this again you shall die’;  if this was the condition on which you let me go, I should reply: Men of Athens, I honor and love you; but I shall obey God rather than you, and while I have life and strength I shall never cease from the practice and teaching of philosophy, exhorting anyone whom I meet after my manner, and convincing him, saying: O my friend, why do you who are a citizen of the great and mighty and wise city of Athens, care so much about laying up the greatest amount of money and honor and reputation, and so little about wisdom and truth and the greatest improvement of the soul, which you never regard or heed at all? Are you not ashamed of this? And if the person with whom I am arguing says: Yes, but I do care; I do not depart or let him go at once; I interrogate and examine and cross-examine him, and if I think that he has no virtue, but only says that he has, I reproach him with undervaluing the greater, and overvaluing the less. And this I should say to everyone whom I meet, young and old, citizen and alien, but especially to the citizens, inasmuch as they are my brethren. For this is the command of God, as I would have you know; and I believe that to this day no greater good has ever happened in the state than my service to the God. For I do nothing but go about persuading you all, old and young alike, not to take thought for your persons and your properties, but first and chiefly to care about the greatest improvement of the soul. I tell you that virtue is not given by money, but that from virtue come money and every other good of man, public as well as private. This is my teaching, and if this is the doctrine which corrupts the youth, my influence is ruinous indeed. But if anyone says that this is not my teaching, he is speaking an untruth. Wherefore, O men of Athens, I say to you … either acquit me or not; but whatever you do, know that I shall never alter my ways, not even if I have to die many times”

One of the chief charges against Socrates was precisely concerning his attitude towards the religious tradition. During his trial he was plainly charged not to believe in the existence of gods, to believe in other gods than the traditional ones when he referred to the ‘demon inspiring his teachings, or definitely to be an atheist.

There is a large literature of his disciples on the defense against the charges. Supposing that their arguments are corresponding to the very mindset of the master, we get the impression that Socrates was on one hand accepting and practicing even some popular devotions and beliefs, as for instance the divination. Xenophon relates in the very beginning of his works on Socrates:

“I have often wondered by what arguments the accusers of Socrates persuaded the Athenians that he deserved death from the state; for the indictment against him was to this effect: ‘Socrates offends against the laws in not paying respect to those gods whom the city respects, and introducing other new deities; he also offends against the laws in corrupting the youth.’

In the first place, that he did not respect the gods whom the city respects, what proof did they bring? For he was seen frequently sacrificing at home, and frequently on the public altars of the city; nor was it unknown that he used divination; as it was a common subject of talk, that “Socrates used to say that the divinity instructed him;” and it was from this circumstance, indeed, that they seem chiefly to have derived the charge of introducing new deities. He however introduced nothing newer than those who, practicing divination, consult auguries, voices, omens, and sacrifices; for they do not imagine that birds, or people who meet them, know what is advantageous for those seeking presages, but that the gods, by their means, signify what will be so; and such was the opinion that Socrates entertained.    Most people say that they are diverted from an object, or prompted to it, by birds, or by the people who meet them; but Socrates spoke as he thought, for he said it was the divinity that was his monitor. He also told many of his friends to do certain things, and not to do others, intimating that the divinity had forewarned him; and advantage attended those who obeyed his suggestions, but repentance, those who disregarded them.”

The following passages are even more meaningful, because here is introduced a distinction between a distinction between the extent of gods’ and man’s domain. The criterion for such a distinction seems to be ‘what is apparent to men and what is not. Reason’s capacity to attain certainty results then a gift granted to men by gods inside which they exert the divine mission of free choice and responsibility. Attainable certainty marks the boundaries between men and gods:

“He also acted towards his friends according to his convictions, for he recommended them to perform affairs of necessary consequence in such a manner as he thought that they would be best managed; but concerning those of which it was doubtful how they would terminate, he sent them to take auguries whether they should be done or not. Those who would govern families or cities well, he said, had need of divination; for to become skillful in architecture, or working in brass, or agriculture, or in commanding men, or to become a critic in any such arts, or a good reasoner, or a skillful regulator of a household, or a well-qualified general, he considered as wholly matters of learning, and left to the choice of the human understanding; but he said that the gods reserved to themselves the most important particulars attending such matters, of which nothing was apparent to men; for neither was it certain to him who had sown his field well, who should reap the fruit of it; nor certain to him who had built a house well, who should inhabit it; nor certain to him who was skilled in generalship, whether it would be for his advantage to act as a general; nor certain to him who was versed in political affairs, whether it would be for his profit to be at the head of the state; nor certain to him who had married a beautiful wife in hopes of happiness, whether he should not incur misery by her means; nor certain to him who had acquired powerful connections in the state, whether he might not be banished by them”

According to Socrates divination is a legitimate instrument to provide men of some insight into what belongs to the domain of gods. To impede men to try such attempts to get some help and knowledge by means of devotion towards the traditional deities is ‘insane’. However insane he calls the opposite attitude as well, namely to cover with omens and divination what men could reach by means of their capacity:

“ … and those who thought that none of these things depended on the gods, but that all were dependent on the human understanding, he pronounced to be insane; as he also pronounced those to be insane who had recourse to omens respecting matters which the gods had granted to men to discover by the exercise of their faculties; as if, for instance, a man should inquire whether it would be better to take for the driver of his chariot, one who knows how to drive, or one who does not know; or whether it would be better to place over his ship one who knows how to steer it, or one who does not know; or if men should ask respecting matters which they may learn by counting, or measuring, or weighing; for those who inquired of the gods concerning such matters he thought guilty of impiety, and said that it was the duty of men to learn whatever the gods had enabled them to do by learning, and to try to ascertain from the gods by augury whatever was obscure to men; as the gods always afford information to those to whom they are (rendered) propitious.”

Almost unexpectedly Xenophon refers to Socrates a severe evaluation of the foregoing philosophers starting from his vision of the boundaries fixed by gods to human understanding. It should not belong to men to investigate about the origin of things, about the ultimate meaning of nature, the laws of heaven and of the universe. Socrates opposes to this kind of tentative knowledge he calls ‘madness’ the proper domain of human beings, which is the right way to conduct themselves according to virtue. In provoking terms he asks such philosophers if they have already afforded to reach virtue before daring to go beyond their limits or if they, after having disputed on the nature of all celestial things have attained unanimous certainty on their conclusions:

“ … no one ever either saw Socrates doing, or heard him saying, anything impious or profane; for he did not dispute about the nature of things as most other philosophers disputed, speculating how that which is called by sophists the world was produced, and by what necessary laws everything in the heavens is effected, but endeavored to show that those who chose such objects of contemplation were foolish;   and used in the first place to inquire of them whether they thought that they already knew sufficient of human affairs, and therefore proceeded to such subjects of meditation, or whether, when they neglected human affairs entirely, and speculated on celestial matters, they thought that they were doing what became them.  He wondered, too, that it was not apparent to them that it is impossible for man to satisfy himself on such points, since even those who pride themselves most on discussing them, do not hold the same opinions one with another, but are disposed towards each other like madmen;   for of madmen some have no fear of what is to be feared, and others fear what is not to be feared; some think it no shame to say or do anything whatever before men, and others think that they ought not to go among men at all; some pay no respect to temple, or altar, or anything dedicated to the gods, and others worship stones, and common stocks, and beasts: so of those who speculate on the nature of the universe, some imagine that all that exists is one, others that there are worlds infinite in number; some that all things are in perpetual motion, others that nothing is ever moved; some that all things are generated and decay, and others that nothing is either generated or decays.

 He would ask, also, concerning such philosophers, whether, as those who have learned arts practiced by men, expect that they will be able to carry into effect what they have learned, either for themselves, or for any one else whom they may wish, so those who inquire into celestial things, imagine that, when they have discovered by what laws everything is effected, they will he able to produce, whenever they please, wind, rain, changes of the seasons, and whatever else of that sort they may desire, or whether they have no such expectation, but are content merely to know how everything of that nature is generated. “

The text highlights once more the fundamental practical tendency of Socrates’ philosophy, concerned mainly with the attainment of a truth that might direct man’s life to virtue.

In the context of the above mentioned quotations it may be also understood the ‘demon’ who allegedly inspired his teaching: Socrates actually considered as the realization of man’s capacity and at the same time a bordering experience that faced man’s limits attaining gods’ domain. Polemizing against Aristodemus, who ridiculed any worship, Socrates stands for a contemplative towards reality, that realizes God’s presence even though invisible yet intelligible through order and finality, first of all through man’s understanding. 

The diatribe with Aristodemus is maybe the most exacting attempt of Socrates’ research about God:

“do you think that you yourself have any portion of intelligence?” “Question me, at least, and I will answer.” “And can you suppose that nothing intelligent exists anywhere else? When you know that you have in your body but a small portion of the earth, which is vast, and a small portion of the water, which is vast, and that your frame is constituted for you to receive only a small portion of each of other things, that are vast, do you think that you have seized for yourself, by some extraordinary good fortune, intelligence alone which exists nowhere else, and that this assemblage of vast bodies, countless in number, is maintained in order by something void of reason?”. “Yes; for I do not see the directors of these things, as I see the makers of things which are done here.” “Nor do you see your own soul, which is the director of your body; so that, by like reasoning, you may say that you yourself do nothing with understanding, but everything by chance … However, Socrates,” said Aristodemus, “I do not despise the gods, but consider them as too exalted to need my attention.” “But,” said Socrates, “the more exalted they are, while they deign to attend to you, the more ought you to honor them.” . “Be assured,” replied Aristodemus, “that if I believed the gods took any thought for men, I would not neglect them.” “Do you not, then, believe that the gods take thought for men? the gods who, in the first place, have made man alone, of all animals, upright (which uprightness enables him to look forward to a greater distance, and to contemplate better what is above, and to be less liable to injury, and have placed the eyes, and ears, and mouth) … Nor did it satisfy the gods to take care of the body merely, but, what is most important of all, they implanted in him the soul, his most excellent part. For what other animal has a soul to understand, first of all, that the gods, who have arranged such a vast and noble order of things, exist? What other species of animal, besides man, offers worship to the gods? What other animal has a mind better fitted than that of man, to guard against hunger or thirst, or cold or heat, or to relieve disease, or to acquire strength by exercise, or to labor to attain knowledge; or more capable of remembering whatever it has heard, or seen, or learned? . Is it not clearly evident to you, that, in comparison with other animals, men live like gods, excelling them by nature, both in body and mind?... and do you, who share both these excellent endowments, think that the gods take no thought for you? What then must they do, before you will think that they take thought for you?”
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