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the Good Lives of Socrates and Qoheleth


Socrates’ cave metaphor (Republic, book VII) describes a people who can only see the shadows of things projected on the wall.  He says that most people see the world like that, and “in every way believe that the truth is nothing other than the shadows” that they see of it (Rep. 515c).  I will extend this by saying that an object can cast many different shadows, depending on the time of day, the angle of the object, and the wall on which they are cast; yet the thing itself remains unchanged.  There are an infinity of falsehoods, then, and only a single truth.  By comparing the shadows that others have seen we can begin to piece it together.  What follows is an account of two philosophers who at first could not seem more different, but who, when compared at a deeper level, become more and more the same, seeing one truth from two different sides: Socrates (as described by Plato) and Qoheleth (author of Ecclesiastes).

The deepest source of difference between the two men is in the God or gods they believe in.  Perhaps it is Qoheleth’s belief in a single God that leads him to make such bold, assured statements as “So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem; also my wisdom remained with me” (Ecc. 2.9).  If there is only one God in control of everything, then logically if you do well it must mean that He is on your side.  As Qoheleth says: “For to the one who pleases him God gives wisdom and knowledge and joy” (Ecc. 2.26).  But if Qoheleth has faith in God, he lacks Socrates’ faith in human 

Stimson/2

knowledge.  Qoheleth says: “what is crooked cannot be made straight” (Ecc. 1.15), and “what happens to the fool will happen to me also; why then have I been so very wise?” (Ecc. 2.15)  Socrates, a polytheist, says that some of the gods “assert that [people] wrong one another, while others deny it”.  (Euth. 8.d)  It’s harder to have faith in absolutes when you believe that heaven itself is divided.  It is no surprise, then, that Socrates becomes infamous for his habit of questioning everything ten times over.  

Form follows function, and Socrates’ question-and-answer method of inquiry necessitates the dramatic dialogs written by Plato (such as the circular, unresolved argument in Euthyphro), whereas the religious audience of Qoheleth expects a certain style: a single clear voice speaking with certainty, even if the content is riddled with paradox.  Qoheleth says with perfect conviction “Rejoice, young man, while you are young, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth” (Ecc. 11.9), yet he also says “all is vanity.  What do people gain from all the toil at which they toil under the sun?” (Ecc. 1.2-3)
  

How the two philosophers try to put their ideas into practice is also shaped by their theologies.  Qoheleth simply puts his trust in God as a teacher through proverbs, arranged by “the Teacher”, meaning Qoheleth himself. (Ecc. 12.9)  Socrates’ plan is far more complex, and entirely hypothetical.  In Plato’s Republic, Socrates envisions a perfect city involving fundamental changes to every facet of the current way of life.  Socrates has apparently given up on the majority accepting his ideas, and his city is held together by secrecy, deception and brute force.  He is not giving advice to the general 
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public; he plans to bring happiness to them against their will.  To follow Socrates’ path, one would simply need to live in his society and follow instructions from there.

Note that Qoheleth, the one who values knowledge less of the two, who is content with the existing proverbs as sources of wisdom (Ecc. 12.9-10), claims to be wise.  Socrates, who claims only to be wise enough to know that he isn’t wise at all, is obsessed with truth and the pursuit of new wisdom.  He asks: “Do you think, then, that there’s any difference between the blind and those who are really deprived of the knowledge of each thing that is?” (Republic 484.c)

And on who should seek knowledge they disagree as well.  Qoheleth says that all pursuits are futile, and “there is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their toil.” (Ecc. 2.24)  Socrates disagrees, saying that that is all that most people are able to discover, and that only the philosophers, “those who are able to grasp what is always the same in all respects” (Rep. 484b), are able to achieve the highest happiness (and should be allowed to rule).  How interesting that Socrates, who repeatedly says how little he knows, claims to know a purpose that Qoheleth, claiming to be the wisest of men, says he will never understand.

And now I begin the similarities, which cut much closer to the essence of what matters most to them than any of their differences:

Qoheleth cautions against speaking rashly, and says it is better to be of few words and always speak the truth.  (Ecc. 5.2)  Socrates says to his jury that he is not an 
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accomplished speaker, “unless indeed they call an accomplished speaker the man who speaks the truth” (Apology 17b).  Their priorities are very much the same.


Neither Qoheleth nor Socrates believes that every citizen is capable of reaching wise decisions on his own.  Each has a system, therefore, to deal with the foolish and help them to do right, although both are paradoxical.  Neither, fortunately, has a problem with paradox.  They are each guided by some intuitive sense of what should be that doesn’t always match the words they can find to explain it:

Qoheleth claims that the pursuit of wisdom is “but a chasing after wind” (Ecclesiastes 1.17), and Socrates claims again and again in Plato’s Apology that all he knows is how little he knows, yet both clearly continue to seek out wisdom.    

Socrates talks himself in circles, and in Euthyphro he never reaches a conclusion about the purpose of piety at all because Euthyphro leaves before the argument can be finished.  One wonders whether he would ever have finished, anyway.  Yet Socrates is a pious man even when unable to give a single reason why piety could be needed by the gods (Euthyphro 9-16).  Qoheleth says all is “vanity,” that life’s pursuits are meaningless, because:



The people of long ago are not remembered,



nor will there be any remembrance of people 

yet to come by those who come after them.  (Ecc. 1.11)

But he says that God approves of this, and later changes his tone from bitterness to celebration, saying “rejoice, young man, while you are young, and let your heart cheer 

Stimson/5

you in the days of your youth.” (Ecc. 11.9)  So Qoheleth still teaches a passionate message about how life should be lived, all but saying “carpe diem!” even while claiming that life is unjust, unfair, and pointless.  Although neither can quite give the reasons for what they believe, they do the best they can with the words and feeble shadows available to them, and both recognize their own human limitations.
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