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SOCRATES was one of those few men of' genius, who, endowed in
large measure with all the faculties proper to man, can do almoet
anything, and do it weU. There were in him material8 enough"with such a full and un withdrawing band did nature pour her bounties forth" - to form several men, and those quite extraordinary.
Contemplative as Plato, observing' as Ari8totle, practical as Xen~
phon, and devout as Plutarch, he superadded to these high endo,,·
ment8 a personal courage and a moral heroism wholly hi8 own.
Hence all these men were proud to call him master. And modem
authors, as great and WI unlike in their greatne.~s, Butler and Paley
and others not a few, have been happy to tread in hi8 footstep!!.
Formed alike for speculation and for action, he united oriental mysticUim and occidental enelogy j German transcendentalism and English
(we had almost said Yankee) common scnse in one harmonious wbole,
and subjected tbem all to the superior control of a. sO\'ereign conscience aod an inflexible will. Hence, like the myriad-minded
Shakspt'are, he has been equally admired by Teutonic and .AngloSuon minds.
The quel'tion has been much controverted and is still nt.h judi~,
whether Plato or Xenophon b,uI given the more true and just account
of Socrates. The true answer seems to us to be, that neither of them
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has given us the whole man. Neitber of them could appreciate or
understand his entire character. Of course n~ither of them, by himself, could draw a perfect likenel!s of him. But each has sketched a
true picture, so far as it goes. Each ha" brought out certain favorite
featul'es in a strong light, while others are thrown into the shade. And
the features in the foreground of the one answer to those in the
background of the other j for all ~'01Ig to tile ,ame ma", just as the
Christ of John's Go~pel is manifest I)' the same pel'Son, tbough seen
in a very different light, as the Christ of the synopti<.'al gospels. We
must combine the accounts of Xenophon and Plato, together with
scattered notices by Aristotle, before we gain a complete view of S0crates; just as the partial representations, made by John and the
other Evangelists, must be combined, if we would form a full and
just conception of Jesus of Nazareth.
Engaged in several different pursuits in the course of his long and
eventful life, he failed in none; he proved equal to whatever he
undertook. Nil tetigit, quod non orna17it. The son of a statuary and
a midwife, he followed, at different times, the profession of each
of his parents; that of his father in forming statues of the habited Graces, which long attested his taste and skill in the Athenian
Acropolis; 1 that of his mother, as he often playfully remarked, by
aiding the young men of Athens in the development of their innate
ideas and germs of knowledge. and thus adorning his native city with
living graces and virtues more precious than statues of marble 01'
g<>ld. As a soldier in some of the most trying scenes of the Pelo-ponne.;ian war, he surpassed other men in courage, in physical endur..
ance, in all the virtue~ of the camp, not les:! than in intellectual
powers and in moral excellence. He would have been u formidable
an antagonist in the gymnastic games, hall he chmen to enter the
lists, as he proved himself to be in the arena of philosophy; for as
in mental vigor, 110 in bodily strength, be was a ·dleuJ~ a,~q. a fullgrown, complete man, nay, in the estimation of his companions and
contemporaries, something more -something quite prodigious and
almost lIuperhuman. And we are not Bure, that he was less indebted
to his bodily constitution, his natural temperament, his penmnai
peculi,antiu even, than he was to his mental powers and attainments,
for his marvellous power of attracting and detaining under hill inftuence admiring crowds of rolling, eyed Greeks and curious Athenians.
Quite certain we are, that without Herculean strength and fortitude,
1 Tiley were shown aa ws work dowlI to the time of PII.u8&11iaa (PII.UII. 9, 31i.
ef, 1\ 22)\
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he never could have faced so many violent enemies and prosecuted
such indefatigable labors, unawed and unwearied, to the age of threescore years and ten.
Socrates did not aspire to office; he even shunned it, that he
might have the more time and leisure to train others in the performance of their duties as citiao:ens and magistrates. Moreover, he was
always in the opposition. An aristocrat amid the ultra democracy
of Athens, and a democrat under the ari~tocracy of the Thirty, he
was set down for an impracticable. Nay, he even held to the more
heinous heresy of "a higher law." 1 Of course, he was not very
likely to be appointed to office. And when he was unexpectedly
elected to the Senate and called, ex officio, to preside in the assembly, he affects ignorance of the proper ways and means to carry into
effect the popular will. But his ignorance is a willing ignorance.
His inability is wholly a moral inability. He does not know how,
like the popular demagogues, to bend the constitution and the laws
to the prejudices and passions of the assembly. He cannot do wrong,
and he will not permit the people to do wrong, while he has the constitutional power to prevent it. If the chief end of a man and a
magistrate is to be popular, he answered it very ill. But if it is to
execute equal, impartial, universal justice at whatever hazard, we
cannot but think him a model statesman.
Socrates was not trained in the schools of oratory. He had never
been accustomed to speak at the bar or in the popular assembly.
But he silenced those profane and vain babblers, the sophists. He
persuaded the young and the old, all whom he could induce to hear
him, to shun vice and cultivate \·irtue, with an eloquence, which,
as his gay and frivolous auditors themselves were constrained to ackDOwledge,1 transoonded that of Pericles or any of the m~t powelful
orators of the day. And when he was on trial for his life, declining
the oration which Lysias had prepal'ed for bim, and unjustly deprived
of the defence which Plato rose to offer, but which his judges refused
to hear, he stood up unabashed, unmoved and, without premeditation
or preparation other than that which he hQd always been making in
a virtuous life, delivered an apology, which Plato hIlS preserved in
all its essential features I and which is certainly one of tbe most sublime utterances that ever fell from mortal lips. It was intended, not
1 Witness, besides his resistance to the will of the people, his refusal to parti.
cipate in the anelt and 81lrrender of &fu!Jl~ifJe from oppression.-Xcn. Mem. 4, 4.
I Plato, Conv. 2111. A.
• Ct. SchleiermadJer'. Introduction, and Grote's History of Greece, VoL VIU.
Chap. 68.
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to save his life by whatever means and motives, but to vindicate his
character, to BSsen his mi99ion, to speak the truth wbich is his whole
idea of eloquence, and, by securing his martyrdOD' , to seal his immortality. And never did any speech more effectually accomplish its
end; never was any discourse more characteristic of its autbor;
never WBS any oration or sermon more fully cbarged with those essential elements of all eloquence, truth and earnestness.
Charged with being a sophist and a naturalist (wbich last in those
days WBS nearly synonymous with atheist), Soeratcs denies the charge
and calls for the proof. Not that he hBS aught to say against those
exCt-Uent men or their distinguished professions. Far from it. He
is only BStonished at their superhuman knowledge and power. Such
power BS that of the sophists is far beyond bis feeble attainment;
far above his humble aspiration. Such knowledge as that of the
philosophers of his day, is too wonderful for him; it is high; he
cannot attain unto it. He professes at most only human wisdom,
only a knowledge of man, bis nature, relations and duties, and that
80 limited, 80 imperfect, as scarcely to deserve the name of knowledge. But their wisdom was more than human. It stepped quite
out of the province of man's capacities, nay, soared entirely beyond
the sphere of man's duties and concerns. Their knowledge was quite
unlimited, comprehending universal being in the grasp of a single
science. Their power was quite miraculous, even reconciling fiat
contradictions and achieving Datural impossibilities. He made DO
preteDsions to such prodigious wisdom. Yet he would fain examine
its deep foundations, and explore its mazy labyrinths, and, if pOilsible,
climb up to some of its giddy heights and look over the goodly prospect. He enters upon the work. He proceeds cautiously. He goes
through it deliberately. And before he has done, the whole towering
fabric of falsehood and sfllf-conceit, lies in ruins - (4 vanishes like the
baseless fabric of a \'isioD and leaves 'not a rack behind." And in its
stead, a modest but substantial and elegant structure rises, based on
an immovable foundation, constructed of imperishable materials,
built on a plan which combines utility with beauty, and finished,
from the portico to the inmost sanctuary, as a fit temple for R god.
And lo! now philosophy descends from heaven to earth nnd there
takes up her abode among men. And thence she goes out, with
Socrates, into the streets, and converse.'1 with all classes and conditions
of men in the agora, aud vi8its them in the cottage aDd iD the palace,
in the shops and in the halls of justice, and, in words that" have less or
earth in them than heaven," instructs them in the duties which they

..

~OOS

1858.]
owe to themselves and to each other, to their country and to God.
The name of Socrates is familiar to us, for the most part, in the history of philosophy. He is known chiefly as "the moral plailoloplaer."
He aspired. to that distinction. He deserved that honorable title.
Not that he was incapable of physical and metaphysical inquiries, or
even indifferent to them. But ethicaleeience was the desideratum of
hie age. It also feU in with the earnest promptings of his own moral
aDd religious nature. And he pursued it with heartfelt and supreme
devotion, though in no narrow and 6Xclusive spirit. It was his glory,
as a philO8Opher, to reconcile the beautiful with the useful, the right
yUh the expedient, the good with the happy, the human with the
divine. Theory, also, he harmonized with practice, speculation with
action. He belonged to no school, though each claimed him and he
held in common, perhaps, the better features of them all. A pr&(.otical
Platonist., & moral and religious Aristotelian, a spiritual Baoonian,
the real Socrates was something IDOre and better than he was represented by any of his disciples - the fountain of "mellifluous streams
that watered all the schools," and that stili flow by the dwellings of
men, by the temples of the muses, and "fast by the oracles of God."
Or rather, Socrates was to philosophy, what Homer was to poetry,
and what Homer's deep-flowing, all-encompaasing ocean was to the
8treaW;

Whence all the rinl'll, all the Sea8 have birth,
And every fountain, every well on earth,

Bnt we have not yet exhausted the powers which this wonderful
man possessed, nor the pursuits in which he engaged. We have not
even reached that which was most characteristic, comprehensive,
exciting and absorbing. His proper vocation, above all others, beneath all others, amid all others, was that of a teacher. His million,
as he himself represents it in his defence before his judges, which he
Dever waived and ne\'er forgot for a moment, which he prosecuted at
home and abroad, in the army and in the city, in the shop and in the
agora, in the private house snd in the popular assembly. by day and
by night, from the beginning to the end of his life, tho mission,
which he undertook at the call of God, IWd which nothing, Dot even
the bostitity of the people to whom he \Vas sent and the moral eer·
tainty of soonor or later dying & martyr's death, could induce him
to relinquish, was to lead the young and the old to a knowledge of
themseIl"ea, their nature and their relatiou" and thus to a right
discharge of their various duties. ]n this view, it may be justly
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eaid, that he was a teacher, a whole teacher, and nothing but a
teacher.
While we say tbit', we do not forget, tbat be diselalmed the official
title of B teacher, and never applied to his followers the name of pupils or disciplet'o That were to arrogate a superiority, "'bich suited
not his modest disposition, which belonged not to his humble attainments. He chO!\e rather to place himself on a level with those who
resorted to him for wisdom; hence he always called them his as80ciates (ol tTt/t!On'!~) and conversed with them as with a circle of familiar friends. Moreover, that were to assume a responsibility for
the results of his instruction,which he shrunk from undertaking.
The professed teaeher of any art is a shamelCt'S fellow if he sends
l",ay his pupils ignorant of the art which he professes to teacb.But he wat! not wise himself; how then could he undertake to make
otbers wise? Besides, that would have enrolJed bim in the eame
rank and class with the sophists, who were the professional teachers
of the day, but with whom, since they 80 generally misedueated the
young and misled the old, he could by DO means consent to be identified; For the same or similar reasons, he declined also the title of
philosopher, sophist or sage.
Socrates never set himself up for a teacher;1 and, when multitudes
resorted to him for instruction, he wondered that they should flock to
one who had neTer advertised to take pupils and who had nothing to
teach. Parents might leave their 80DS with him, if they chose. He
'Would be happy to converse with them, and they were welcome to
listen to his conversations with others. But the result must depend
on their own exertions and the will of God.' There were, however,
wiae men aDd able teachers in abundance, who were willing.to R8Sume
any amount of responeibility, if they were only well paid. Why not
go to them? For himself, he never received pay for hi8 talk aDd his
eompany. He could not consent to 8ell hi8 liberty, to make himself
the slAve of every stupid patron, that might chance to employ him.'
ThuB he spoke of teaching, as usually followed, RB a mercenary trade,
as an unprincipled and heartle.'18 profession. But he was for all this
none the less a teacher in the true intent and spirit of the l"ocation.
He WRB an unpaid, unprofeill!ional, informal teacher. He taught at
no fixed time or place. He taught no circumscribed round of books
or sciences, and to no limited circle of learners. He taught, at all
times and places, persons of both 8exes and of every age, on all sub1 Xen. Mem. 3. 1, 11.
, Plat. Dial. puaim.
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Ibid. I lI, 8.
XeD. Mem. 1. 5, 6. et passim.
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ject.s involving the duty or the happiness of mankind. He taog'ht,
wherever he went, whomsoever he met, whatsoever it most concerned
them then and there to know. He taught oniversally, spontaneoosly,
as he sat and as he walked, as he talked and as he listened. It wall
natural and almost necessary for him, as much so as to eat or to
breathe.
His school W811 now the 8addler's shop and now the senate·hoose;
and he gaTe 1e88Ofts sometimes in statuary and sometimes in etateemanship. He instructed the lowest handicraftsmen in the true ideas
and principles of their respective arta.1 At the same time, the fil'8t
men of the State and those who aspired to be first, resorted to him to
learn the art of persoasion and the art of government.S The Thirty
tyrants forbade this, bot the prohibition only brought tbemselves under the sere'" of bis mercile88 dialectics. Again he was attended by
a Domeroos class, whose highest aspiration was the succeesful culture
el wisdom and virtue in tbeir own minds and hearts. Every day
" the sehoolmaster was abroad," seeking opportunities to communicate
some valuable lesson, and improving every opportunity which might
preSent itself.' One day, he chances to meet a youthful and beaoti·
fol stranger; and, struck with his intelligent and amiable expression
of coontenance, he places his staff aCt'088 the way and, by a question
or two, auaehes forever to his person the historian and philoeopher,
Xenophon.' At another time, he converses with the younger Peri·
cles, and inspires him with a worthy ambition to tread in the footsteps
of hw illustrious father.' Repeatedly he addresses the gay and Hcen·
Uous Aleibiades in a strain of earnest and eloquent expostulation,
which melts him to tears and overwhelm him with sorrow and shame
for his ignoble life.' Now he bumbles tbe conceited Glaueon by show·
ing him tbat he knows nothing of the affairs of the State which he
..pires to govern, and is not even competeDt to regulate the family
and estate of his uncle.7 Now he encourages the too diffident Charmides to ascend the bema, and speak before the people, from whose
asaembled wisdom he shrinks abashed, though conscious of his vast
superiority to them all as individuals.' Now again the accomplished
Euthydemus must be convinced, that he knows nothing yet as he
ought to know, though versed in all the lore of the poets, sophists
and philosophers.' To-day, he labors to reconcile the alienated
brothers Chaerephoo and Chaerecrates by a beautiful discourse on
1
I
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XeD. MelD. 3. 10.
Enfield'a HisL of PhilOl.
XeD. Mem. 3. 6.

Ibid. 1. 2. .
' Xen. Mem. 3. 5.
• Ibid. 3. 7.
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88 the dictate of nature and at the same time the true
interest of both the parties.1 To-morrow, he discourses on filial duty in
a strain of high religious earnestness and almost of prophetic warning
to his 80n Lamprocles impatient under the petnlance of such a mother
88 Xanthippe.' An election would draw from him a conversation OD
the qualifications for, and the {unctions of 80me civil or military office.'
A misfortune in private life, a complaint of Clito respecting the tl'Oll~
bles of wealth or the cares of buaineu, would lead him to a coune of
remark fitted at once to relieve the burdens of the rich and supply
the necessities of the poor.' At a festival, he would discu88 the ~
ture and the value of temperance.' An accidental meeting with an
atheist gave rise to that admirable argument for the existence and
the providence of the gods, which contains the germ of every aublequent treatise on Natural Theology.' Thus he went about talking
88 he went, and teaching as he talked, till he turned all Athens into
a school and its inhabitants into scholars, whom he instructed in
whatever concerned them as citizens and as meD.
And he did nothing but teach. That is, he made everything tributary to his teaching and touched nothing which be conld not make
tributary to this work of his life. He suffered nothing to come in
competition, or eVlln to stand in comparison with this high calling.
He was often.urged to take part in the affairs of State, as a duty to
his country, with vehement expostulations on his want of patriotism
and the waste of his transcendent abilities in infllrior puriluits. But
he replied, that he was doing far more for the State, in educating a
multitude of able and upright statesmen, than he could do by turning
stateilman himself,7 to say nothing of the vital interest, which the
State has in the education of her inferior citizens. Besides, had he
participated in the strife of politics, he would ha"e pro"oked the hostility of 80 many by his firmness and frankness, lIB greatly to limit hia
influence, if not to cut short his career of usefulness as a teacher;
and he could not consent thu8 to sacrifice a greater to a less good.'
He was alive to aJl that concerned his country. He loved Athens
with all her faults. and would fain correct the faults for Athens' sake.
But he 80ught to reform the State, where alone it could be done, ill
the character of her statesmen and her individual citizens. He could
tight for her and bleed for her, if need be, on the tented field. But
he could not forget even then and there to teach his countrymen and
fellow 801~iers, by precept and by eumple, lessons of patriotism and

fraternal love,

1
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Xen. Men. 2. 3.
Ibid. 3. 14.

s Ibid. 2. 2.
t Ibid. l. 4.

, Ibid. 8. 4.
T Ibid. 1.6.

• Ibid. 2. II seq.
• Pia&. Apol. 19.
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every virtue. Still less eould he fail, after his return, to render her
a stin greater semce by living for her and dying for her at his post
as a teacher.1 Nothing human did Socrates deem foreign to his
thoughts. But if he W88 to beneftt mankind, it must be through the
medium 01 those, whom providence had brought within the reach of
his personal influence. He studied e'fery science, investigated the
principles of every art, observed attentively every pursuit of men.
But it W88, that he might lay them all under oootribution to the pursuit, the art, the science, which he preferred to all others and to whieh
he bad devoted his life. He disciplined all bis powers and mastered
all knowledge, that he might apply it all to Ute instruction and education of the people.
In an ..,,<>e, wben every body was writing and publishing, the
golden age of Grecian literature, science and art; when 80 many
were pressing forward to reach the goal of immortality, and so many
reached it tbrough Uteir published works, he must have been strongly
tempted, we should Buppo!!e, to put his own thoughts, so pregnant
witb immortal life, into a form in which they might be read in other
lands and preserved to future agel!. But he resisted the temptation.
He published nothing. He wrote nothing. Or rather he wrote only
living epistles, which· alone, in the highest sense, are immortal. He
published nothing but the beautiful characters and virtuous lives of
his disciples. His works were known and read in the minds and
heart8 of the ablest and best men of Athens; and thus have they been
known and read of aU men. Thus, in this sense and in this way,
was Socrates a teacher, a wbole teacber, and nothing but a teacher.
It now remaitlll to specify some of the most marked characteristics
of his teaching.
1. He began at the beginning. He aimed first to settle and establish a prop" 'lTUltAod of education, and that based on the nature of tAe
being to IJe educated. In other words, it was his fil'!!t endeavor to
obtain for himself Ilnd impart to his pupils (who, it should be remembered, were not mere children but adults) some just ideas of the
Auman mind, its nature and powers, the necessary limil.8 to its capacities, and within those limits, the proper means and conditions of its
improvement.
In every department, whether of physical, intellectual or moral colture, indeed, in every undertaking of whatever kind, the result of labor
depends wholly on pUl'lluing a right method. And this, of course,
mD.Bt be relative to the nature of the work to be accomplil!hed and
1

Plat. Apol. 17.
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the power of the workmen who are to accomplish it; in other words,
to the material which is to be wrought Bnd the agents or instruments
that are to work upon it. By far the larger part of the time and
talents and wealth and power of the material and moral resources
of mankind, have been wasted from inattention to this fad. from
the adoption and pursuit of a method unsuited to the end sought or
the means possessed; from ignorance or indifference respecting their
own nature and the nature of things with which they have to do and
the limitations which are thus necessarily imposed upon their progress
and results. They have already been toiling square the circle, to
attain perpetual motion, to find a vacuum in nature or in the mind,
to move the material or the moral world without a fulcrum or standing
place, to discover some royal road to learning, some way of arriving
at a distant point without passing ox-er the intervening space, some
unh'erssl solvent or philosopher's stone or elixir of life. .As in religion, so in the arts and sciences, they have always been struggling to
ascend up into heaven or descend, into the abyss, when the word of
wisdom and of life, if thny had but known it, was nigh them, in their
own minds and hearts. If the boundary which separates the knowable from the unknowable, the practicable from the impracticable,
the attainable from the unattainable, could have been distinctly
marked, once for all, to the certain conviction of every understanding,
what a prodigious waste of energies and resources would have been
saved in every age of the world, in every sphere of human enterprise
and effort.
Now in education, as in mental science, the mind is both the work
and the workman, the material and the agent or instrument by which
it is to be wrought. Here, of course, it is doubly important. that the
teacher and the' pupil set out, if possible, with just and definite ideas
of the nature and powers of the human mind. With wbat faculties
is it, by nature, endowed? For what purpose were they given?
What is the legitimate scope of their action? How may they be improved and perfected, how perverted and impaired? What is, and
what is not, the gift of nature? What can, and what cannot, be the
result of education? How much can the teacher do for the pupil,
and how much must the pupil do for himself, and how much ill beyond
the reach of both teacher and pupil, dependent wholly on the will of
God? What ", knowledge? On what subjects, and within what
limits is it attainable? How shall it be attained wben it is Rttainable,
and what is our wisdom, what our duty in reference to that wider
field, which is the pro"ince, not of knowledge but of faith? These
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questions, and the like, are fundamental to all right use of the human
mind. preliminary to any proper theory or practice in education.
Now these questions hold a primary place in the h'achings of Socrates. They stand in the foreground of his conversations, whether
of a practical or a speculative cast. They mark and shape the revolution which be effected in the philosophy of his times, in the manner
of teaching and the lone of thinking at Athens. "Instead of rushing
precipitately in quest of IIOlutions" (~uch is the account of this revolotion given in that excellent" Manual of Philosophy," which has
~ved the sanction of the French Academy), philosophy, inetructed
by her previous falls, now gathers herself up, examint'8 herself, measures her strength, compares the faculties at her disposal with the end
at which she aims. She studies the instrument, before using it. She
cleal'l! up and makes sure the path before her; and chooses rather to
eonfess her ignorance than to conceal it by a falsehood when the
means of knowing the truth are not poss£'Ssed."
In reference to the natural philosophers of his day, Socrates won"
tiered, that they did not di!lcover in the very uncertainty and cont1'&>
dieroriDeSl! of their opinions, that their inquiries were misdirected,
eonducted in a wrong method, nay, employed in a wrong field, sincCf
in the first place, it was impossible to find out the origin, I!lements
and Iaw8 of the material oniverse; and, in the second place, if they
bew tbem perfectly, the8e elemen~ and laws·were, in the natore of
the cue, removed whoUy beyond their control, elevated far above
their reach. In short, these were (in his concitle Rnd simple. language )
"di",~ tIIing8," and it did not appear to him mode~t or wise for men
to meddle with things 80 much beyond their CIlpacity and out of their
sphere, certainly not till they had exhausted the knowledge of their
own duties and concems. 1 He may have erred in the application of
hiB rule (though we think he did not err in its application to the
Datural philosophers of his day, since tbey were, for the most past;
eDgBged in utterly fruitleB8 inquiries according to a wholly barren
method). But of the wisdom and necessity of some such rule of
limitation, the history of the world, and especially the history of that
age, affords a conclusive demonstration.
The sophists, also, Socrates charged with a sad misdirection of
their great powers, an entire misapplication of their abundant learnmg, and a consequent dreadful waste of mind and perversion of the
moraht of their pupils. Accordingly, in his convel'l!ation8, whether
with them or their pupils, it was his fitst endeavor to convict them of
1 XeD. !4eDL I. I, 12 leq.
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ignorance in their fancied knowledge, to expose the fallacies in their
boasted reasoning, and thus to lead them, gradually and imperceptibly,
to the true principles of reasoning. to a more just method of inquiry,
to a better theory and practice of education. And in all his conversations, whether a8 recorded by Xenophon, or imitated and expanded
by Plato, there is no topic on which he more frequently and earnestly
insists, than the fundamental necessity and the universal availability
of a knowledge of /l.umutl. nature whether in greater or less concerns,
whether in public or private life, since in both, in all, we have·to do
with men; and they who know meu, can influence them, and they
who can influence men, can accomplish whatever they undertake.
2. He inculcated the necessity of .elf-hwwkdge as the foundation
of all knowledge and the source of all prodperity and happiness.
He who knows not him'!elf, knows nothing elde. The knowledge
of our own minds is the key to the knowledge of other minds, 8Dd
the knowledge of the human mind is the guide and me&dure of all
that man can know of the universe. Self-knowledge if an essential
preliminary to self-educatioD and delf-government; and self-education
and self-government are the stepping-stones to the government and
possession of the world, or of whatever is desirable in it.1 And selfknowledge doe.; not consist in merely knowing one's name and race
and lineage, but in a thorough acquaintance with all his peculiar virtues and vices, capabilities and weaknesses; all the idiosyncrasies
that make or mar his worth and power 88 a man; just such a discriminating and practical knowledg~, in short,88 the horse-dealer (to
repeat one of SocraLe:!'1! familiar and favorite illustrations) has of all
the qualities that add to, or detract from, the value of a horu. 2
Here lay much of the peculiar skill of Socrates. This, more thaD
any other olle thing, perhaps, was the secret of hi~ power as a teacher.
He knew himself_ He di~cerned, at a glance and by intuition, as it
were, the character of hia pupil, and it was among his earliest and
most strenuoutl endeavors to make the pupil see himself in the same
light, see himllelf jUl!t &II he W88, without any over-estimation or any
depreciation of his capacity, knowledge or virtue. This 11'88 the primary object of most of those interviews with the young men of Athen~
of which Xenophon has left us an account, and to not a few of which
we have adverted on a former page. In reading these chapters of
the Memorabilia, we are 8truck wiLh the nice adaptation of the 86\'era! ~nversatioIlB to the I16Vera\ characters with whom they are held,
and their consequent power to enco\1l"8ge the diffident, to draw ont
I XeD. Mem••. 2, U leq.
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the retiring, to repress the forward, to humble tbe self-conceited, to
relieve everyone of his fancied good or ill, and persuade everyone
to make tbe most of the best there is in bim. Take, for further iIlus·
tration, the brief chapter (the first in the fourth book), which the
biographer prefaces by the simple but significant remark, that So.
crates did Dot approach all alike, and then proceeds to exempli(y the
remark by showing how be dealt with those who relied on their riches
or tbeir genius as superseding the ne(:essity of study and discipline, and
oom'inced tbem, by the nature of the {"Me Rnd by analogy, that they,
of all others, most needed education that they might give their wealth
and genius a right direction, such as would make it a blessing and
not a curse to the pos.seSfiOr and to the world. " Horses and dogs of
the bighest blood IlDd mettle make the tDor,t attimah, if not broken
and trainecI. but if prolJerly educated, the best.." Power of whatever
kind - wealth, gen ius, and learning itself - if unregulated or ill·
regulated, is power only to do mischief, and self·destr'uctive in the
end. And the regulator mUllt be a wdl-dillciplined and well-balanced,
a self-knowing and self-controlling mind. Ignorance, in general, So.
crates did not class with madness. But want of self-knowledge was
little short of madne&l'.l All with one consent would pronounce that
man in~ane, who should stoop whenever he entered the gates of the
city or who should undertake to lift houses. But how much less
io~ne is the Dl.'ln, who overrates, in like mllnnel', his spiritual stature
and strength, and who undertakes entel'prise:; to which his powers
and re~ources al'e pal pauly inadequate.
Adaptation, not merely to the nature of man, but to the character
of the individual pupil, is a prime element in education, but too often
e¥erlooked in the attempt to educate the young in system8 and by
masse.,. Few modt'J'D teachel':; enjoy the entire freedom ill their
ways and meanl! of education, which So(~ratcs secured by his peculiar
position as II \'olulltal'Y and unproft'~sional educator. But if they
had his discernment of the ditf'ert>nt characters and tendencies of thcir
pupils, th!'y would no mOl'c think of applying the same identical discipline and treatment to them all, than of admini~tering the some
medicine 10 all the patients in a hospital; uut while rccognizing the
propril,ty and thc ncccs~ity of system, of general rulcs, of the same
regimen so far forth ll.lI the same nature8 are to be educated, they
would also make it their constant study so to vary and adapt their
instructions that each moral malady should insert its proper remedy,
1
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and each peculiar want find ita corresponding stlpply. When Xenophon, in his simple language, recorded, that Socrates" did not approach all in the aame manner," he taught a lesson of surpassing
worth to teachers and, with the unconscious ease of true wisdom, be
pronounced the highest euJogium on bis bonored master.
3. Humility and modesty are the unfailing fruit of self-knowledge
Ind the knowledge of the human mind. And these closely related,
inseparable virtues are the chara.eteristic oruament8 of Socrates both
as a philO8Opher and a teacher, as they are also the distinctive graces
of the Baoonian pbiloaophy and the Christian religion, the keys alike
of speculative and practical wisdom, the p8l!Sworda at once to .. tbe
kingdom of science" and "the kingdom of heaven!'
There always have been, and probably always will be, two sortl
of teachers in the world. Those of one sort know everything. Of
course, they can teach everything, and they can learn nothing. They
never make a mistake, and never change their doctrine. If they do,
they cannot be convicted of it, and will not be charged with it; they
will never acknowledge it, and never talt., it Mck. They are infallible
88 an Oracle, and immutable as the decrees of Fate. They can inspire
like Apollo and govern like Jove. They magnify, not only themselves,
but their office and their school. It is the teacber that makes tbe
acholar, and the 8chool that makes the man. And they are the only
teachers, alld theirs the only school. Their pupils were made forever, when they came under their instruction. Like the self-complacent Phoenix, nurse of Achilles's boyhood as well as companion
of his riper years, they take Uleir pupils on their knees and feed their
helpless infancy with meat and wine; they go forth with them (so
they flatter themselves) to the forum and the camp, "t once "the
layers of their words and the doers of their deeds;" and however
ditltinguisbed any of them may eyer become, the credit all belongs to
them:
.. Great B8 thon art, my lcssons made thee brave,
A child I took thee, but a hero gave." 1

The other sort of teachers 81TOgate little to themselves or their
office. Wisdom was not bom with them and will not die with them.
They know but little and they can teach IItill less. They claim for
themselves no sovereign efficiency, for their office, no creative power.
Their pupils will be what God has made them and wbat tbey make
1
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themaelves. Teachers are but pidepo.ul to knowledge, aDd those
infallible. At best, they can only go along with ilieir pupils sa
pi.dM, who know some portion of the way and can see a liuJe furUaer in the dark. Of course, they make mistakes, and are happy to
correct them. Questions are often asked them, which they eanno&
answer, and they are frank to confeas their ignol'8llce. Poasessed of
DO pa.pa1 attributes, they aspire to no papal authority. It is not their
wiah. to dictate. Dogmatism is foreign to their Dature and remote
from their province. They are themselves but older scholars in the
echool of universal truth, more experienced inquirers at the oracles
of infinite wisdom. So far from placing an impaasable gulf between
themselves and their pupils, they break down, 88 much as poasible,
every interposing barrier, and aasiduously multiply the points or
lympaUay and OGRtact. las-.d of deciding questions, e:e catMdra,
C1le.1 come down to the same seats with their disciples, examine the
subject in common Wilh them, say to them, co.", whicll i. 80 much.
more potent than go, in the race of wisdom; in a word, they grow
young again in their compauy. and enter with them, "as little children," into " the kingdom of acience."
It oeed not be said, wliich of these two IOrta of teachers will be
most likely to discover the trulh, nor which will be the most acceptable aod the moel succeasful in its communicatioD. The sophists, for
the moet part,I belouged to the fonner of these classes; Socrates was
the JDOdel repre&entative of the latter. "He does not, like the Ionie
and Pythagorean schools, announce himself as a philosopher, who ill
going to reveal all secrets. Still less does he boast himself, like the
IOphiat8, in the poMeSsion of the universal science. Follow him in
biB conversations with the representativea of the different schools,
and JOu see him full of admiration at their knowledge. But for himself, he knows nothing; this is always the starting point, at which he
begins. But this admiration of which he speaks, look well to itit conceala the Socratic irony. He presents himself as a humble
leamer, and Hule by little, the disciple perplexes the master, confounds
him, reduces him to silence; and the all-presumptuous philosopher
falls to a level with SocrateB, 011 rather falls below him; for they
DOt

I This was a favorite illllStration of the late Professor Stllart, who was one
of the ablest, bceaa.se one of the most suggestive and impllisive teacbers, of our
age.
I We say "for ~ molt part;" for we think with Grote (Hlst. Gr. Vol. VIII.
Chap. 6), that the sophists bave been too indiscriminately collliemned; though
the IDAU doubtleaa deserved the reprobatioD they have so generally received .
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know nothing at all, but Socrates is conscious of his ignorance, and
to be conRCioos of ignorance, is it not to know something? "I It was
just this knowledge of his ignorance, which drew from the Oracle
the response that he WII.8 the wisest of men, which, according to his
modest construction of it, meant, not that SocrateA himself was so
very wise, but thnt Ia~ was the wisest of men, who, lib! Socrates, was
oonscious of his almost atter ignoranee.
It should be remarked, however, that the ignorance whieh Socrates
professed, was not skepticism. The humility, whieh he exemplified
aDd inculcated, was not indifference to the truth. "From the hu·
miliating state to whieh he brings down the pride of the sophists, be
draws DO inferences against the possibility of knowing. This eonclusion bears ooly 00 the temerity of the sophists, 00 their unrelenting ambition. For himself, far from appearing indifferent to the
truth, in the midst of all these disputes, he manifests towards it the
most sincere and unchangeable affeetiou. It is necessary to seek truth
with more sineerity than the sophists, with less temerity than their
predecessors. It is necessary everywhere to preserve a spirit of pru.
denee and moderation." i Socrates loved truth, as other men Jove
beauty. It was a passion, whieh burned as a fire in his own breast,
and which he sought to kindle in tbe hearts of his disciples. He
80ugbt for truth as with a lighted candle, and dng for it 8S for hid
treasure. He believed he had found it in some measure; and others
might find it, if they would seareh for it with the Ilame humble,
teachable, earnest ,and obedient spiriL But he was sensible that the
known bears, and must always bear, to the unknown the same rela·
tion as the shore to the ocean, as the 6nite to the infinite; and, while
he prized what he did know above all price for its intrinsic excellence and its value relative to his practical necessities, at the same
time he felt, that in eompari.;on with the infinite unknown and his
insatiable longings, this knowledge was less than nothing and vanity.
Socrates Wild an enemy to all ostentation and false pretension,
to all mere seeming and vain-boasting. He insisted that it was far
~cuier, as well as far better, to be than to .eem.- The shortest road
to arrive at 8 reputation for any branch of knowledge or form of excellence, was to acquire the knowledge or the excellence itself. To
go about the business in any other way was to waste time and toil
and money only to incur ridicule and contempt in the process, and to
have one's labor for his pains, if nothing worse, in the end. It were
1

I

Manual of Philosophy.
For the substance of this paragraph, see Xen, Mem, 1.7.

2

Ibid.

..

~OOS

1853.]

/!ocf'atu

fJI CI

T«iCMr.

17

ridiculous enough for a man to set himself up for a musician, who
knew nothing of the art. He might send out his advertisements and
display his instruments, he might draw in pupils and gatber about
him the gaping multitude; but the moment he undertook to perform,
he would prove himself an impostor. It were still more ab~urd for
a man to give out that he was a skilful pilot when lie was not. lIe
might, perhaps, persuade the ship-owners and the sailors to entrust
their fortunes and their livCIl in his hands. But no W(>ner would he
take the helm, than he would discover his incapacity, and the first
storm would send him to the bottom (if w much nnity would sink).
and engulf with him all the interests committed to his care. How
much more ridiculous, how mUt'h more censurable for one to pretend
to play well on that instrument of thousand strings, the human mind.
without a thorough acquaintance with the art and the instrument 011
which he plays! And how much more absurd, how much more fatal
to the rulers and the ruled, when incompetent men persuade the pe0ple to entrust the helm of State to their unfaithful and unskilful
hands !
Such power to expose the vanity of false pretenders, accompanied
with such childlike humility and such freshneu of youlhfulsympathy,
aade Socrates a general favorite with the young men of Athens.
And we cannot but think him, in all tlwse respects, Ii model wacher.
Scarcely anything would, probably, contribuUl more to the acceptableness and usefulness of teachers in our own or any day, than to
combine the feelings and sympathies of youth with the wisdom and
experience of age, "in undertanding to be men," but in truth loving
simplicity and humility" to become as little children." Without thia
sterling quality, this almost evangelical virtue, the more they advance in knowledge, the further are they removed from the under.
etanding and sympathies of their pupils; the more they know, the
less are they qualified 10 teach. With this spirit, as some rare but
bright exampleal show, they never grow old; but," with old heads on
young shouldol'll," they ever retain the freshness, beauty and vigor of
iaunortal youth.
4. The earlier stages of the Socratic method of instruction were
rather negative than positive.
This i..I implied, perhapa, in what has been already said. But it
deserves & dioltinct statement. The primary aim was to correct errors
rather than to communicate truth; to convince of ignorance rather
thao to impart knowledge; to remove the rubbish of prejudice and
Jay the foundation of humility, docility and self-knowledge rather
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than to build up at once on such basis as might chance to exist such
a superstructure of wisdom or folly, as it might be capable of IUStaining.
Pupils usually come to their teachers with much that they need to
unlearn; and great teachers have genel'ally been distinguished for
the earnestness and skill and power with which they address themselves to this pl'eparatory work of enluicating the root3 of all error
and falsehood, and break.ing up the soil for the reception of the good
seed. They come with their minds like so many heathen temples, full
of idou - to use the favorite figure of Lord Bacon - idols of every
Bort, idols of the tribe and idol! of the family, idols of the individual
and idols of the school, idols of theory and idols of practice, idols of
faith and idols of philosophy. The demolishing of idols is never a
very pleasant process. It seems as if the very temple itself would
fall with them in one frightful and universal ruin. Still, idols must
be abolished, before the worship of truth and holiness and God can
be established. And great teachers, like great reformers, whether in
philosophy or religion, have always been mighty k-onoclasts. 'Vbo,
that ever sat under the instructions of the late Profe!'sor Stuart of
Andover, bas not felt, at the beginning of his course, as if the very
foundations of an faitb and all knowledge were removing from
under him? But who has not found, in the end, that this ruthless
destruction of bis hope and pence was amply compensated by the
broader and deeper foundation, that was thu! laid for a more truthful
and more enduring structure ?
Just so it was with the pupils of Socrates. Tbey came to him, not
unfrequently, like a merchant's ship with too much rigging, which an
old preacher 1 said, a woman must not resemble, "1'0 bedecked with
streamers, tlag3 and ensigns, so misereate with their vanity and selfconceit, with their foolish notions and evil habit!!, that he who made
them, when he looked upon them, should hardly know them with
tbeir plumes and fans and silken vizards, with feathers in their caps
like flags in their tops to tell, I think, which way the wind will blow."
But he soon lowered their flags and feather!l, brought down their
plumes and stripped them of their vizards, riddled their sails and
shattered their yards, till it seemed as if the very bulk must go to
pieces or sink benpath the general ruin. If in this sad flight, they
persisted in paddling av,'ay from thent: he abandoned them to their
fate.- But if tbt'Y surrendered at discretion, he soon fitted them out,
or rather showed them bow to lit themselyes out, with a new rigging
1 WilkinIoD'S Merchant Royal, A. D. 1607,
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at once more we and more beautiful, of sounder materials and in
beuer proportiOD, which could weather the storm, and which worked
110 easily, so spontaneously, that it seemed a part of the ,.essel, and
the vessel ilBelf a thing of lifc.
This negative process, though eIlpecially necessary at the commencement, was not wholly confined to tbe earlier stages of educaDon. In all his instructions, Socrates accustomed his pupils to look
at tbe difficulties and objections by which a doctrine is beset as well
as the argumenlB by whicb it is supported. And tbis proee88, though
painful and tedious in ilBelf, is of great value in its result. A subject is never understood, till it is seen with all its lights and shades,
in all ilB difficulties as well as all its attractions. A doctrine is never
tettled and established, till the arguments against it as weU as for it,
han all been taken up and weigbed in the balance. And it is far
more important to see all the objections and fecI all the difficulties lIS
we go along, than it is to arrive forthwith at some satisfactory CODelusion, jUlit as it is more important, that the foundations should be
weD laid and every stone examined before it is wrought into the
structnre, than tbat the building should speedily reach ilB completion.
M First negatively, tben positively," was the order of sermonizing in
the days of our fatbers. It is the order of nature and reason; and,
thougb not to be always and slavishly observed in preaching or teaching, it should never be overlooked by preachers and teachers.
5. Socrates taugbt one thing at a time with most unwearied pa.Dence and exemplary thoroughness.
Hiil predooellSOrs seem scarcely to have attained to any such idea
as divil!ion of labor or distribution of the sciences. On the contrary,
it W&8 their ambition to bring all the subjects of human inquiry ..... ithin
the scope of one grand and comprehensive science, of which thcy
professed to be the perfect masters; to discover some one key for
the ulllocking of all mysteries, of which they claimed la be in the
full and indisputable possCll'ion. The philosophers undertook to
solve by some single idea, element or principle, the problem of the
universe; and they BOught for this universal solution with the 8I\me
avidity and jUlJt about the same success, as the alchymislB, previous
to Lbe time of Bacon, had toiled for the discovery of a universal solvenL The sophisb! profeaaed to teach everything in one all-com prehelJ8i,.e art, an an or wisdom which enabled its poeBel!8Or to comprehend alike and at once all kinds of knowledge and to discourse
with equal Huency and conclusiveness, not only on every subject but
OD every side of every subject, an art or wisdom which they per-
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fectly understood and could infallibly teach to all their pupils in a
very limited amount of time. They were, in fact, the prototypes of
our modern itinerant lecturers and patent.right profe8dOrs and highpre~sure steam-engine teachers. who will undertake to put a scholar
through a science, ad conductors engage to C8JTy a passenger over a
road, in 80 many hou~ and so many minules, and each party will
give the other a certificate at the end. testifying that tbe work bas
been done according to agreement - with this difference, however,
in favor of the ancient 8<'phiets, that their art wati one, undivided and
complete, and their stadium compasl:\ed the universe.
Socrates, in the first place, substituted anthropology for the ooemogoniea of the philosophers, mere humble, "human things" for the
vast and sublime medley of things human and divine, which made up
their universal science. In the next place, instead of the aU-comprehensive art of the sOphists, he devoted his attention particularly to
ethics, !\eparating it, from other branches with which it bad hitherto
been confounded, and making it, as it were, his department and pro{C$8ion. Furthermore, he subdivided ethics into branches and 8Ubjects, and investigated each by itself. He took up, for illdtance, one
virtue at a time and looked at it in every poesible light, till it w..
underlltood, 80 far 88 it was capable of being understood, by himself
and hilS diilCiplell; till this much at least was known, that it was not
knowable. Moreover, in the examinatiQII of that particular virtue,
he W88 never in a hurry. He never cared how much time was necessary for the development of a great idea or the establishment of
an impol·tant truth. On the contrary, be chol!6 to linger long in the
field, and beguiled his pupils to dwell on the subject, and contrived
to waste time in thill profitable way. Htl began at the beginning and
went slowly fOI'ward, feeling every step as he went, till he arrived
safely at the end, ~rfectly acquainted with the whole ground. He
looked at every opportunity, started every objeclion, went all around
a subject, examined it on every side, and, in 80 doing, not unfrequenlly seemed to be wandering away from it; but he always returned to some n681·er and clearer point of view, always ascended to
some higher and mOl·e commanding post of observation, till at length
that mailer could be set down in his own and his pupils' chart as a
fixed point never again to be unsettled or in doubt, seen in all its
bearings and known in its exact position and magnitude. Then he
took up another in the same patient and thorough way. Tbe mind
thus disciplined to habica of patience and thoroughness, a discipline
.and a habit in itself of more value than any amount of mere knowl-
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edge, the p1"OeeS8 beeame easier and more rapid; e'f(ery new fixed
point helped to fix another; the bearing and ele"'ation of each deter.
mined the form and surface of the whole country with the definitenesl
of a modem typographical survey and map; and the disciples of So·
crates learned to believe, that the flLStest way round a subject is the
nearest way to a perfect knowledge of it, and the quickest BS well all
the best method of comprehending the whole of a great truth or as.l!emblage of truths is to master them one by one, and littk by littk.
This was tbe way in which God taught by his prophets; and we have
often thought that the best system of education could Dot be better
expressed than in these words of holy writ: .. Line upon line, line
upon line, precept upon precept, precept upon precept, here a little
and there a little~" One thing at a time, a little at a lesson, and that
dwe)' upon till it is thoroughly understood, and r'PMted l till it ill
graven on the memory, or rather brought into the habits of the mind
and incorporated into the very elements of the 8Oul; this is the great
Beeret of succeesful education. Fe.tina lente, make haste slowly, do
nothing in a hurry, should be the teacher's motto. Railroad travel
is not the best method of exploring a country, neither can a field be
sDrveyed by a sirigle view from a single point of observation.
6. Socrates had the right idea of education, as a drawing om or
dnelopment of what is within, rather than a communication of some.
thing from withouL He even went so far 88 to deny the possibility,
for himself at least, of teaching anything, as if it belonged only to the
Creator to impart knowledge to him who had it not, while all that he
claimed or aspired to do, was to aid the young in the development of
the powers and the ideas, which the Creator had implanted. Hence
he declined to assume the title of teacher and professed not to exercise the office. It was ratber his office, like a spiritual midwife, to
aid those who came to him for such assistance, in giving birth to the
ideRS, the sentiments, the elements of thought and action, which were
conceived within them, and, after having examined the birth to see
whether it were a living, proper child or a mere abortion, according to
the result of such examination, to cast it away or to assist them in
Dursing and cherishing it.1 The process of education, thus understood,
is less easy botb for the teacher and the taugbt, tban that of simple
instruction. It is much easier to receive impressions and learn facts,
than it is to develop ideM and principles. as it is easier to receive
1 See the iostrllcUou of Jahn. Gesenius. Wyt&enooch. Stuart, and other distinguished philologists, on the best method of kaming languaga.
J Plat. Theol. 150 B. C.

..

~OOS

u

[J.uc.

and hoard money, than it is to dig the gold out of' the earth and
fashion it into the current coin. But the one procesa makes the
IItrong man, the other the helpless miser; if the latter happen to 1088
his hoard, which he has received by chance or by inheritance. he is
ruined, he has nothing left and no cal)acity to acquire more; whereaa
the former has in himself, in his vigorous limbs and industrious
habits, an unfailing resource, an inexhaustible fortune. To carry out
the illustration of Socrates, the birth-throes of his disciples were
severe and in themselves unwelcome, but they were soon forgotten
in the gush of joy that attended a new birth and the warm affectiona
that clustered about a new existence. Who has not felt the difference between the pleasing but calm satisfaction which accompanies
thc communications of an unknowlI fact, and the thrill of joy, the aJ.
"x« of triumph, which springs from the origination or the self·
discovery of a new birth? The former transfers to you an inherit·
ance, the latter presents you with a new creation. A self-discovered
truth lies not in the memory but lives in the reason and imagination,
in the understanding and the heart. A self-developed idea is ever·
more part and parcel of the man himself, dear to him as the apple of
his eye and prompt to de him service as the muscles of his hand.
It has been urged as a reproach against Socrates and his followers,
against the whole of Grecian philosophers, that they discovered DO
useful truths and arrived at no valuable results. The allegation is
false as a matter of fact. Truths in moral philosophy and natural
theology, which are, of aU others, most useful and most sacred, but
which were overlooked by previous inquirers, stand out in the discourses of Socrates and the writings of Plato with a clearness and
distinctness, with a moral grandeur and moral power, which are hardly
surpassed by the ablest ethical and theological writel'S of our own day.
But suppose it were not so. & teachers, aiming at the discipline
and culture of their pupils, their course would still admit of a suffi.
cient vindication. In education, the process is worth more than the
result. A good education is more valuable than the greatest fund of
knowledge, as a good farm is more valuable than the largest crop of
corn. A well disciplined mind is more than any amount of learning,
as the man is more than all his property, as "the life ~ more than
meat, and the body than raiment." And it is just here, that Socrates
and Plato manifest their characteristic power and excellence. It waa
their constant aim and strenuous endeavor to discipline th~ mind, to
oblige it to think, to discover and originate truth for itself. To this
end, the often indirect and purely negative method of Socrates and

..

~OOS

1858.]

28

Plato, approaching the subject, tben wandering away from it, then
returning to it on another side and lea.ing it at last, perhaps, without
any positive solution, was admirably adapted. They thus set their
readers and hearers to thinking for themselves, sharpened the edge
of curiosity beyond the possibility of patient acquiescence, and stimulated them to the utmost exertion of their faculties. And thus they
made, not mere scholars and bookworms, but thinkers, reasoners,
philosophers, men. The knowledge, the acquisitions, the resulta
would follow as a matter of course. But even if they should not, a
man without knowledge is preferable to knowledge without a man.
7. "The Socratic method" of instruction was singularly appropriate
to the idea of education, of which we have been speaking. The
method of question and answer, beginning with some simple principle
which was well understood and acknowledged by both parties, and
progressing, step by step, through unforeseen stages to an unexpected
but nns\'oidable conclusion, in all which process the minds of both
teacher and pupil are not only awakened to their utmost activity but
act and react upon each other in direct intercourse and perpetual intercommunion; this method, if not originated by Socrates, was conducted with such consummate skill to such brilliant results, that it
has ever since been called" the Socratic method." Socrates knew
that influence to be deep must be living and personal, that instruction
to be effective must be appropriate and direct. He knew that if he
would mould the character and conduct of the young to his liking,
mind must grapple with mind, and heart beat to beart, and spirit interpenetrate spirit. This could be done only by oral communicatiou.
This was done, and done effectually, by the Socratic method. "When
I heard Pericles or any other great orator," says the pleasure-loving
yet aspiring Alcibiades,l" I was entertained and delighted, and I felt
that he had spoken well. But no mortal speech has ever excited in
me such emotions as are kindled by this magician. Whenever I
hear him I am, as it were, charmed and fettered. My heart leaps
like an inspired Corybant. My inmost 80ul is stung by his words as
by the bite of a serpent; it is indignant at its own rude and ignoble
character. I ofteu weep tears of regret, and think how vain and in·
glorious is the life I lead. Nor am I the only one that weeps like a
child and despairs of himself. 1\1anyothers are affected in the same
way." No book can speak with IUCh power to the heart and conecience of the student. No mere text-book teacher ever exerts such
1 In Plato'8 Banquet, 216, A. I have given the PUAi" u renderud in the
Encyclop. Americana, Art. Socrate••
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an influence. He must first digest his books - all books, tbe books
of men and the books of God - in his own soul, and then infuse himself into the souls of his pupils. And before he can do this, he must
enter into their minds, draw them out and absorb them, as it were,
into himself. Then he can understand them and insinuate himself
into them. Then they can understand him and accept his teachings
and receive his impress. It must be a mutual process, action and
reaction, question and answer. Such WRS the Socratic method.
Socrates made little use of books in the immediate work of instruction. He had used them before, till he had appropriated their wisdom
and exhausted their trea.~ures. And now, when he came in cootact
with hid disciples, he was himself the living book, the living lesson;
and he wrote himself, stamped himself, daguerreotyped himself in lioea
of living light on their hearts. He wrote no books for future generations. Hill pupils were his books, living and acting, imperishable
and immortnllike himself. He lived in them; and, thloough them,
he Ih'es forever. And when his disciples came to write book., 80
deep and abiding W8ll thi", characteristic feature of his instructiooa,
that their writing,; assumed, to a great extent, the form of dialogue.
Not only did the dialectic method of Socrates, more or less perverted
from ill! original purity, reign in the discussions of the Ilchools, but
the puulications of all the schools were, more or less, Socratic Dia-logue~. And it is the greaL merit of the dialogue as a form of written discour8e, especially of the dialogue as it as8umes the perfection
of illl written form in the writings of Plato, that it leads to selfreflection, self.inquiry and self.di8covery of the tl'utb, that it constrains him to work out the pl'oulem for himself, that the pleasure
and profit of the solution 8Il well as of the result is, in a great measure, his own.1
Instruction, both oral and written, is ordinarily too much a dead
letter, Authors find their thoughts in books, and they leave them
in books. They do not fully appreciate and master the idea them·
selves, and of course they do not communicate it to their readers.
Teachers do not work out the great pruult!ms of literature and science
for tuemselves, and they do not lead their pupils to work them out.
It were greatly to be de.;ired, that book!!, in our day, hlld more of
the lifelike reality of Plato'" Dialogues. And it were a Iltill greater
desideratum, if men who would teach, men who would exert an influence, understood better the Socratic method. Teachers, whether in
1 See Schleiermacher'. GenUlil Introductign.
ofPlatu.
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the primary school or the academy, the college or the professional
seminary, always have been, and always will be, successful and useful,
honored and great, just in proportion as they approach towards the
truth and naturalness, the warmth and vitality of the Socratic method.
The man who has a good mind and a warm heart, and will bring it
into direct communication with the minds and hearts of others, will
be sore to spread light and heat all around him. And he who can
write his name in the hearts and lives of his own generation, has no
OCC88ion to fear that it will be forgotten in future ages. The name
of' Socrates had power to command faith, reverence and obedience
among all the contending sects of Grecian philosophers for succeeding ages. And it still has a charm to win the heart. His wisdom
still speaks from the printed page of his early disciples, still drops
from the lips of his more numerous and scarcely less devoted
admirers in islands and continents, whose very existence ,..as then
unknown.
S. Socrates insisted on definite ideas and exact statements I on
csrrying everything back to its first principle or cause, and reducing
all knowledge to a scienti1l.c form. For this purpose, he resorted
continually to explicit definitions,! which he required his pupils to
express at the outset in the best way they could, and, in the progress
of \he discussion, to vary the language, to narroW or widen the compass of the definitions, till they answered all the demands of the subject, till they expressed the thing, the whole tbing, and nothing but
the thing under consideration. He introduced the logical use of the
terDl8 gena and 'Pecie. (which had previously meant family and
form),· and applied them (as no sophist or philollopher had done before him, bot as all the schools did after him, and 8S scIentific men
have ever since done), to the due distinction, subordlnl1tion and classification of .all the objects of human inquiry. Hitherto, even the
Greeks had inquired very little into the exact significance of those
wOrdR and terms which were in commtm use to denote common things,
and which they, therefore, thought they perfectly understood, though,
for that very reason, they had never made them the subject of OilY
eareful eXalnination. Socrates constrained them to stop and think,
to reflect and analyze the m~aning of these familiar terms, to rl'solve
these natural and universal ideM into their essential elements. What
constitutes knowledge, what is the nature ofvirlue, what iii the es~efl('e
of truth and beauty and goodness, what is the tl'ue Idea of law and
1
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justice, of wisdom and holiness and their opposites, what is the beau
ideal of a State and a statesman, what of an army and a general J
these, and such as these, according to the practical Xenophon eVeD,
were the habitual topics of his conversations; these the questions
which he propounded, and to which his hearers, to their great surprise and chagrin, found it not an easy task to retlU'Il a satisfactory
answer. And the dialogues of the reflective and imaginative PlatO
exhibit him to us, under a more speculative and ideal form indeed,
but still the same man disculIIIing the same great questions with the
same fixed purpose of arriving; if possible, at the last analysis of each
idea, and thus referring each to its proper place as related to other
ideas and to the science of human life. In so doing, he constantly
accompanies the processes of analysis and instruction by the enlivening and f>lucidating process of analogy. Mastering ethical and political science, not, as we do, by appeals to the physical. sciences, for
these, in his day, were even more unsettled and undefined than ethics
and politics; but by habitual reference to the principles and practicea
of the special trades and professions. " He was the 1irat to see," says
Grote 1 (and the idea pervades all his speculations), that, as in each
nrt or profession, there is an end to be attained, a theory laying dowll
the means and conditions whereby it is attainable, and precepts deduced from that theory, such precepts collectively taken directing
and covering n!!arly the entire field of practice, but each precept separately taken liable to conflict with others, and therefore liable to
cased of exception; so all this is not less true or admits not less of
being realized respecting the general art of human living and society.
There is a grand and all-comprehensive end, the security of all persons, so far as practicable, of each and aU persons in the society;
there may be a theory laying down those means and conditions, under
which the n,,'&rest approach can be made to that end; there may also
be precepts prescribing to every man the conduct and chlU"8cter which
best enables him to become an auxiliary towards its attainment, and
imperatively restraining him from acts which hinder it; precepts deduced from the theory, each one of them sepamtely taken being subject to exceptions, but all of them taken collecth'ely, governing practice as in each particular art. Socrates and Plato talk. of the art.of
'dealing with human beings,' 'the art of behaving in society,' 'that
science which has for its object to make men happy,' and they draw
a marked distinct.on between art or rules of practice deduced from a
theoretical survey of the Rubject-matter and taught with recognition
1

History of Greece, Vol. VIII. Chap. 67.

..

~OOS

1858.]

27

of the matlel', and mere artless, irrational.baac} or tle:derity acquired
by simple copying or assimilation through a process of which no one
can give an account."
Not content with bringing educated men up to the definite aims
and exacl methods of the special trades and profeseions, be labored
also to carry back the practitioners in those trades and professions to
first principles, to a more distinct and conscioua rtcognition of the
true theory of their respective arts. He conTersed with artists in
their studios, with handicraftsmen in their shops, and endeavored to
lead them to a definite understanding of the essential nature and design of painting, of the true theory of ICulpture, of the principles
and methods proper to the armorer, and of the dist.inctiTe office and
of the several mechanic arts.
The perfection to which the mathematies and physical sciences
have been carried in our day, afford peculiar facilities and excellent
models for the wider application of thi8 part of the Socratic method.
It is one of the great advantages attending the introduction of these
sciences into our systems of academic education, that they tend to
promote de&niteness of conception, orderly arrangement and precision
in the ase of langua~ An extension of the same methods and habit.
to the study of rhetoric, polities, ethics and theology, to aU the
branches of moral and social science, would greatly further the ad'VlIDcement or those sciences and improve the prevailing systems of
education; and it would be but a carrying out of the Socratic method
to its proper application and practical results.
9. Socrates iDsisted OD that symmetrical education which results
from, or coDsists in, the culture of aU the powers proper to the Dature
of man, in their due order, connection and proportion, with the rightful subordination of the physical to the mental, and the intellectual
to the moral powe1"8. " I go about," he lIays to the Athenians in his
Apology, "doing nothing else, than persuading you, both young and
old, to take no care either for the body or riches, prior to or 80 much
as for the 8Ou~ how it may be made most perfect, telling you that
'rirtue does not proceed from riches, but ric~1! and all other human
blessings, both private and public, from virtue." "Punish my Bons,"
he continues after his condemnation, "punish my 8Ons, when they
grow up, 0 judges, paining them 88 I have pained you, if they appear
to you to care for riches or for anything else before virtue." In his
lower nature, the body. man is allied to the inferior animals; in his
higher nature, the 8Oul, he is kindred to the gods.' The subjection
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of the BOul to the body reduces him· nearly to a level with the brute ;
the subordination of the body to the soul raises bim almost to the
rank of a god. To be free from bodily appetites and pasaiona is
divine, and to have a9 few bodily wants as possible is next to the
divine; the di\"-jne is the best, and the nearest to the divine is the
nenrest to the best.1 Temperance, or self-control in the government
of the appetites and passions, is therefore the foundation of all persODal excellence.It is also the basis of all good conduct, in other words, of wisdom
and Iluccess in the regulation of human life.' The man who it! able
to control himself, is competent to govern others; and he who can
govern both himself and otben, can accomplish whatever he wiD.
He, on the other hand, who is incapable of self-control, is incompetent to everything else; 80 far from regulating aright his own aft'ail'8,
or taking the lead in the affairs of society and the State, he is the
veriest slave in the community and should pray for nothing 80 earnestly as that he may fall into the hands of some wise and good
master.'
The highest bodily health and strength and enjoyment are to be
acquired only in the implicit obedience of the rational to the dictatea
of tbe rational nature, which alone has the intelligence to guide the
lJody to the attainment of its own proper perfection and higbest plea.sure.1 The same subordination is also essential to the 1argeet measure
of intellectual attainments and enjoyments; for the mind is quite inca.pable of the highest action or the most delightful OODtempJaUon,
while joined in unholy wedlock witb clamorous appetiW18 and ungoverned passions. Temperance, therefore, or self-government, is equally
conducive to bodily and mental health and education, and is the fust
of the virtues.
Moreover, moral culture should take the precedence, both in order
of time and in order of importance, of mere intellectual discipline or
professional training. In the simple language of his ancient biographer and disciple, " be did not push forward hi. 88IIOCiatea sealously to
become expert in speech and action and the busineBII of life, bot prior
to these, he deemed it essential, tha~ virtue, soundmindedness (aQ)~
afw'l), a good moral character be formed in them; for meo of capacity
in these, without integrity of character, were only the more capable of
injU$tice and evil-doiog.8 Accordingly, it was his prior and paramount endeavor to inculcate the principle and the practice of piety
1 Xen. Mem. 1. 6, 10.
, Ibid. 1. 5, 5.
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towards the gods and justiee towards men, as the rule and guide of
life. In their own imperative nature and intrinsic excellence, these
claim to be the ruling powers, the governing principles in the human
soul. No other motives have the power, nor o!.her principles have
the right, to command implicit and universal obedience. And in the
eupremacy of these principles, not only !.he conscience exercises its
inalienable right, but the intellect acquiesces and rejoices in its noblest
impulse, its only unerring rule, its only proper and worthy end.
Man never can arrive at the great end of his whole being, except as
he travels in the highway of right under the guidance of heavenly
wisdom. To take any other path, for the sake of avoiding difficulties
and trouble, were to run into them, and to follow any other leader
were to to choose a blind man for a guide.1 To do right is always
expedient. It is far better to suffer wrong than to do wrong; and
better to be punished for doing wrong than to do wrong and not be
punished for it.· The only respect in which a man can be really
injured or benefitted, is in the depravation or the improvement of his
character.- To obey God is always wisdom; to disobey him, under
whatever apparent inducements, is always folly. In the Socratic
ethics, wisdom, virtue and happiness are all the same.' True knowl.
edge and right conduct are one and inseparable. No one but he who
loves and obeys the truth, knows it. Aod whoever really knows the
true and the beantiful, the good and the right, will certainly do it, 88
certainly as he who is master of any other art, will put it in successful
practice.' His language bears a striking resemblance to that of the
sacred writers. " Whosoever will do his will, shall know of the doctrine. Have all the workers of iniquity no knowledge?" The doc-trine which the Scriptures teach as a great practical truth, Socrates
boldly assumes and earnestly defends as an ethical theory. Wisdom,
piety and happine88 are inseparable, nay identical. So are folly, sin
and misery. The good man is the wise man and the happy man.
The bad man is the fool and the wretch.
Alas, that the combined teaching of Socrates and Solomon, and a.
grea&er than Solomon, has all proved too powerless to correct the
tendency, 80 8trong in the nature of man, to dil!8ever elements which
God bath joined together, and not only to separate between wisdom
and virtue, bot even to prefer the lower to the higher excellence and
to cultivate the inferior nature of man to the neglect of bis superiol'
1
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and only proper selft Education with us is growing more and more
intellectual, and, what is still worse, more and more expressly professional. Body and soul are sacrificed to the intellect; and the man
is merged in the profession, the all-oonscioDs and immortal man to the
unconsciOGS and dhort-lived profession. Our educated men are too
often giants in intellect and prodigious in Ieaming, but pigmies in
body, and dwarfs in heart and conscience, and, of course, deformed
Rnd distorted as a whole and more or less enfeebled IlIId diseased in
c,·ery part. They have neither framework nor regulator commensurate with their moTing power. The consequence i3, that at bes~
their action is unsteady and ineffective, while there is constant danger that they will injure or destroy themselves and spread destruction
tbrough the community. Let our young men and their teachers look
to a better model. In Socrates, they may see a sound mind in a
Bound body, and how it is produced, and what are its fruits. Qne
such beahhy, hearty, genial, earnest, strong, sound-bodied and wholesouled man is himself a lesson of unspeakable value to the world;
and the most precious part of that lesson is the truth, that out of the
heart are the issues of life, flowing, like the .ital current, through
every fibre of the body, streaming, like ethereal fire, through every
faculty of the soul.
10. In all bis teaching, Socrates regarded bim!!elf as only an instrument of Divine Providence, an apostle of heavenly trutb, a missionary sent by the gods for the instruction of bis erring countrymen.
lie was, as he thought, divinely commissioned, divinely taught, divinely guided, aided and blessed. From his chilrlhood, he had been
directed liy a sort of supernatural sign or divine voice, and impelled
by dreams, visions, oracles, and every other means, by which the
will of God is revealed to ~ men, to engnge in and p"·oseeute tile
work of voluntary public instruction.l Indeed, he was led unconsciously and almost irresistibly into this work in the l")J'ocess of examining the wise men of Greece for the sake of interpreting and testing
the oracle which pronounced him the wisest of men; Bnd before he
was aware, as much to his own surprise 118 that of his fellow-citizens,
he found himself, willing or unwilling, installed in the instmctor"s
chair, and pupils flocking to him from all Athens and from every
pRJ1 of Greece. And the work, which he thu8 rommenced under"
Dh-ine impulse, he prosecuted under a constant Dh'ine guidance. He
felt his dependence on 8uperior wisdom in the reception of pupils (as
1

Plat. Dia1l. pal8im - e.pecially the Apology-

..

~OOS

81

1863.]

~

l

:'

weD as in the choice of friends),! aDd in the education of thoae whom
he had admitted to peculiar intimacy. He looked to heaven in
prayer for the truthi! which he should teach aDd for ability to teach
them in the best way to each and all of his hearers. And in the discharge of his appointed duty, he held hilDllelf accountable, not to his
patrons or pupils, not to the rulers or the people, but to God. He
did not receive his commission from men; and tbe dictation of men,
however powerful or determined, could not stop bim or tum him
aside from his calling. If he had stood at bis post, wbich the Atbenian generals had assigned him, and not deserted it for fear of the
enemy, much less would he abandon tbe duty appointed him by God
for fear of his countrymen.' "And should you even now otTer to
acquit. me, on condition of my renouncing this duty," such is the
apostolic boldness of his Apology, " I should tell you, witb all respect
and affection, that I will obey tbe god rather than you, and that I
will persist ontil my dying day, in cross-questioning you, exposing
your want of wisdom aDd virtue, and reproacbing you until the defect
be remedied.· My mission as your monitor is a mark of the special
favor of the god to you; and if you condemn me, it will be your 10118,
for you will find none other such.t Perhaps you will ask me: Why
canno' you go away, Socrates, and live among us in peace and silence?
This is the hardest of all questions for me to answer to your satisfaction. If I tell you that silence on my part would be disobedience to
the god, you will think me iu jest and not believe me. You will believe me still less, if I tell YOIl that tbe greatest blessing which can
happeD to man, is to carry on di,;cu8sions every day about virtue and
those other matters which you bear me canvassing when I crossexamine myself as well as otbers; Rnd that life without such exam inmioD is DO life at all. Ne\'ertheles8, so stands the fact, incredible
88 it may seem t<! you." 6
How much and what objective reality tbere was unswering to this
strong inward conviction, has always been a di~puted point. For
ol1l'\!elves, we deem it neither heretical nor unphilosophical, neither
uuscriptural nor irrational, to believe that he may have been, not
lIDder proper inspiration, but under a special divine impul8e. It
cannot surprise us, tbat he should have thought himself inspired,
wbeo we see him tired with a benel"olent seal that could not rest,
and at the same time guided by a wisdom that seldom erred. So far
1 Xeu. Mem. 2. 6, 8, aDd Plato often.
Ibid. 29. 6.
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from coDsidering it, however, an exclusive, a miraculous, or even a
singular prerogative, M insisted that the same divine teaching was
within the reach of all; that by humility and faith, prayer and ob&dience, any man might know and do the will of God and secure his
special protection and blessing; 1 and that all men, whatever be their
occupation, and the more as their pursuit is more difficult and important, need Divine direction and assistance for the succesaful accomplishment, even of their worldly ends.2 In the opinion of Socrates
(and h. would seem that every man's own observation and experience
must inevitably lead him to the Bame conclusion), there are elements
in every subject which lie beyond the reach of human ken and human
control; there is a point, where the most obvious truth meets and
blends with the most inscrutable mystery; there is a line of demarcation, where the humblest profession or pursuit of man passes out
of the province of his limited faculties and goes over into the domain
of the providence of God;· and it is as impious for the farmer, the
merchant, the general or the statesman, not to seek for, and rely on,
Divine wisdom within its proper sphere, as it would be for him not to
exercise his own powers within their appropriate province.' The
peculiar difficulty of the teacher's work (for the difficulty and dang.,as well as the nature of education was implied in his favorite comparison), a.nd its peculiar dignity as it WfIB estimated by Socrates
(for a man who identifiel1 the knowledge with the practice of virtue,
could not but attach all importance to right teaching 6), render it especially proper and especially important, that he should recognize
this great principle of subjection to a higher law, dependence on a
higher power, responsibility to a higher sovereign, than self-will and
wisdom or the wisdom and will of the people.
There is a humiliating and painful contrast between the Socratic
view of the teacher's vocation, and that which !we often prevails,
even among Christian parents and Christian te~hers, in our own
age and country, justly proud as it is of its schools and its systems of
popular education. Parents honor and reward every other class of
men more than the teachex:s of their children and, of course, often
commit them to hands, to which ttiey never would think of entrusting
their business. Teachel'!l, in tum, engage in teaching, as a temporary occupation, for its pecuniary emoluments, with no better qualifications than are necessary to pass a not over-severe examination,
and with no higher sense of accountability than is requisite to meet
Xen. Mem. 1. -l. 18 j 4. 3, 13.
, Ibid. 1. 1, II.
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the not too elevated standard of the pupils and their parents. Yet
tbese teachers hold in tbeir handa the character and destiny of the
riling generation, the honor and happiness of individuals, the peace
IDd comfort of families, the prosperity and glory of the State, all the
precious interests of this life, to uy nothing of the infinitely more
momentoos concerns of an immortal existence. What a contrast to
the model of enlightened, disinterested, conscientiou8, unswerving
deTotednesa of Socrates to teaching as his life-work and the greatest
work that is done on earth, greater even than that of the statesman
or commander, and superseding, if well done, that of the judge and
exeeotioner; a work from which he could Dot turn aside, if he would,
aDd woold not, if he could; a work which reigned in his heart while
it laid under contribution every power of his I,>ody and every faculty
of his mind till the age of threescore years and ten, and in which,
however men migM flatter or frown, he went forward in the undoubting assurance of the approval and coOperation of God. Like the
lamented Arnold of our own day, he has given dignity to the vocation of the teacher. None need deem himself too high to pursue, in
any sphere, however low or limited, the work to which such men
bave consecrated their exalted powers, in which they developed 110
fully and harmoniooaly their gifted minds, and in which they secured
such feII1Jlte to their country and mankind. A competent supply of
neb teacben, following thftr methoda in thOBe leading features which
bear 80 manifestly the stamp of superior wisdom, but, above all, animated with their enlightened, earnest, devout and philanthropic spirit,
would be among the richest boons that heaven could confer upon the
American people.
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