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Great Conversation 113a

Who is afraid of Socrates?

When someone flings an outrageous insult it doesn’t hurt nearly so much as a far milder one could that hits nearer the mark.  Socrates’ intention was certainly not to insult, but it was his acuity of vision into the nature of wisdom that made even such mild and humble statements as he made be felt as a slap in the face by many people.


When I had only read Aristophanes’ the Clouds, I, like much of the public at the time, took him at his word.  There were, are, and always will be people who, as he says, are willing to invent “ways of proving anything wrong” (the Clouds, 1014-1068.  Page 154, Sommerstein translation).  But he couldn’t have picked a worse scapegoat.  Socrates was one of those rare individuals who do not try to win arguments, but merely seek the truth.  As evidence, look to his habit of asking questions, rather than posing arguments in Plato’s account, Apology.  


It appears that Aristophanes needed a well-known scapegoat for his play, and chose Socrates merely for his fame.  As to whether he cared whether Socrates deserved this mockery, I sense a deep moral weariness from Aristophanes.  It appears that he wished that anyone who tried to bring more change in this time of upheaval would just cease to be.  His hero is motivated by greed and desperation, and his character “Right”, supposedly the paragon of virtue, gives way to the Wrong Argument completely, leaving nothing noble or good left in the play, only more antics and laughter.  I wonder whether, had this play not been a farce, it would have had any appeal with its audience, because the sort of people who would have laughed at such a play and at Socrates would have been very much like Strepsiades: insecure, greedy, preferring to hear what will benefit them rather than the truth.
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