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Socrates, the great Athenian philosopher, was
born during the Golden Age of Greece, one of
the most glorious periods in human history. He
grew up during the exciting days of Pericles in
Athens, in the midst of the flowering of drama
and poetry, the creation of magnificent architec-
ture and sculpture, the writing of literature that
has inspired mankind for 2,500 years. The glory
of Athens, inspired by the Athenians’ victory over
the Persians against great odds, lasted less than
50 years. Socrates lived to see his city conquered
by the Spartans from without and by a terrible
plague from within. He tried to convince his
fellow citizens to examine their own beliefs and
behavior. The Athenians, looking for someone
to blame for their troubles, arrested Socrates.
They accused him of corrupting the young men
who were his students. He refused to run away
to save his life and was tried and executed.
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Young Chaerephon followed the sun west from Athens,
Greece, on his journey to the sacred shrine at Delphi. He was
going to ask the oracle of Apollo whether any man was wiser than
Socrates. When he reached the god’s shrine at the foot of Mt.
Parnassus, it was evening. The glow of the setting sun shone on
the pillars of Apollo’s temple and cast long shadows on the road.
Eagerly, Chaerephon asked the attendant whether the priestess
would answer questions the next day. He was delighted to learn
that she would.

Apollo’s priestess was called the Pythia. She delivered
Apollo’s words to those who came seeking advice. The god’s
words were always true, but sometimes confusing. They could be
interpreted in different ways. Chaerephon hoped the answer to
his question would be clear. He had been arguing with some of
the young men of Athens. He was sure that his friend Socrates
was the wisest of men. Some of the others didn’t agree. They
admired the Sophists, teachers who came to Athens from other

CHAPTER

ONE

THE WISEST MAN
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Chapter ONE

parts of Greece. The Sophists specialized in clever speeches that
twisted the meanings of words. They used tricks to convince
their listeners.

Chaerephon and Socrates had been friends since they were
boys. Chaerephon admired Socrates’ brilliant mind, powers of
reasoning, and scientific studies. He thought the Sophists were
only playing word games, not presenting real knowledge. Next
morning early, the eager young man again climbed the steep path
to the temple, appreciating the treasuries containing the offerings
that had been made to Apollo by the citizens of the different
cities of Greece. He felt a rush of pride to see that the Athenian
treasury held the richest and finest offerings of all.

When he reached the steps leading to Apollo’s temple,
Chaerephon turned and looked out over the magnificent view.
Far down the mountainside he could see the glint of sunlight on
the sea. There were only two men in front of him waiting to ask
the Pythia their questions. As they waited, others joined them
until there was quite a long line.  When it was Chaerephon’s
turn, a priest led him to the altar, where he made a sacrifice of
bay leaves and barley. Then they went down a flight of stairs that
led beneath the temple. There, in a small chamber, the Pythia
sat on a tall stool. She had a sprig of bay leaf in her hand. Her
eyes seemed fixed and sightless. She was in her holy trance.

After she spoke the ritual words that welcomed Chaerephon,
he blurted out his question: “Is there any man wiser than
Socrates?”

The Pythia answered in one word. “No.” She spoke no
more.

BAC-SOCRATES file 5/18/04, 10:49 AM8



9

THE WISEST MAN

Chaerephon could hardly wait to get back to Athens. When
he did, he went immediately to find Socrates. He found him
surrounded by a group of friends at one of their favorite
hangouts, the shop of Simon the shoemaker near the cornerstone
of the agora, the Athenian marketplace.

“What’s happening?” Chaerephon asked someone standing
in the doorway.

“Shhh, listen. Socrates and Critobulus are having a beauty
contest.”

Chaerephon burst out laughing. Critobulus was one of the
handsomest young men in Athens. And even an admirer like
Chaerephon had to admit that Socrates was not handsome. In
fact, he was ugly. That brilliant logical mind was housed in a
potbellied, spindly-legged body. Furthermore, his face featured a
pug nose with flaring nostrils, bulging popped eyes, and thick
rubbery lips. Nonetheless, Socrates was arguing that he was more
beautiful than Critobulus.

Socrates began by asking Critobulus whether beauty is
found only in men, and Critobulus answered that there are many
different beautiful things, including animals, and swords and
shields. When Socrates asked how it could be that things very
different from each other could all be beautiful, Critobulus said
that a thing was beautiful when it performed its function well.

Socrates then claimed that his eyes were more beautiful than
Critobulus’s eyes: “Because, while yours see only straight ahead,
mine, by bulging out as they do, see also to the sides.”1

“Well, let that pass,” Critobulus said, “but whose nose is finer?”
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Chapter ONE

“Mine, I consider,” answered Socrates, “granting that
Providence made us noses to smell with. For your nostrils look
down toward the ground, but mine are wide open and turned
outward so that I can catch scents from all about.”2

By this time Critobulus was well aware that Socrates had
trapped him as soon as he had said that beauty depended on
function. Critobulus himself said, “As for the mouth, I concede
that point. For if it is created for the purpose of biting off food,
you could bite off a far bigger mouthful than I could. And don’t
you think that your kiss is also the more tender because you have
thick lips?”

Critobulus said that he could not argue any longer, and that
they should hand out the ballots so that everyone could vote on
who was the more beautiful. In the end, no one voted for
Socrates. Critobulus was declared the winner of their beauty
contest in spite of Socrates’ clever arguments. Socrates claimed
that Critobulus must have bribed all the judges or he never
would have won.

With much laughter and joking the group of young men
continued their discussions. Talking and reasoning and arguing
were their favorite pastimes. They gathered every day in the
agora to talk and enjoy each other’s company.

  “Socrates,” Chaerephon said when the beauty contest was
over, “I have something important to tell you.” He drew his
friend out of the crowded shop and they walked together down
the street. “I have just returned from Delphi. I consulted the
oracle.”

“And what did you have to ask Apollo?” Socrates asked in
surprise.
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THE WISEST MAN

“I asked if any man were wiser than you.”

Socrates stopped and turned to his friend in amazement.
“You did what?”

“I asked if any man were wiser than you, and the Pythia
answered with one word. She said, ‘No.’ ”

Socrates was rarely at a loss for words, but now he was
stunned into silence. He was annoyed with his friend
Chaerephon for what he had done. But the god’s answer was far
more shocking. Socrates, who was almost never away from the
young men who spent their time together talking and exchanging
ideas, now wanted to be alone.

Leaving Chaerephon and the agora behind, Socrates walked
through the Kerameikos, the potters’ district, and through the
city gates. Outside the city was the outer Kerameikos, the
cemetery. Through the tombs and gravestones ran a brook. As
Socrates walked beside it, frogs plopped noisily into the water
and tortoises lumbered through the tall grasses. The young
philosopher was deep in thought.

 Years and years later, just before his death, Socrates
explained that the words of the Delphic oracle had changed his
life. He said, “When I heard the answer, I asked myself: What
can the god mean? What can he be hinting? For certainly I have
never thought myself wise in anything, great or small. What can
he mean then, when he asserts that I am the wisest of men? He
cannot lie of course: that would be impossible for him. And for a
long while I was at a loss to think what he could mean.”3

In his effort to understand Apollo’s answer to Chaerephon’s
question, Socrates began a search to find a man who was wiser
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Chapter ONE

than he was. He went to a man who was considered one of the
wisest in Athens, but when he talked to this man he realized that
even though other people, and the man himself, thought he was
wise, he really wasn’t. Socrates tried to show the man that he
wasn’t really wise, but the man just got angry.

After that experience, Socrates went to another man who was
considered to be wise. The same thing happened. The man
became angry. In spite of the difficulties, Socrates continued:
“Thus I went round them all, one after the other, aware of what
was happening and sorry for it, and afraid that they were getting
to hate me: but still I felt I must put the word of the god first and
foremost, and that I must go through all who seemed to have any
knowledge in order to find out what the oracle meant.”4

Socrates questioned statesmen and writers and craftsmen.
He made many bitter enemies as he refuted the ideas these men
had. At last he decided: “The truth may be that God alone has
wisdom, and by that oracle he may have meant just this, that
human wisdom is of little or no account. It seems as though he
had not been speaking of Socrates the individual; but had merely
used my name for an illustration, as if to say: ‘He, O men, is the
wisest of you all, who has learnt, like Socrates, that his wisdom is
worth nothing.’ ”5

Socrates considered that he had been given a sacred task by
the god. He spent the rest of his life tirelessly fulfilling this task.
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