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As Athenaeus long ago noted (Deipnosophistae X. 413 f), Xenophanes’ harsh polemic against Olympic
victors had already been echoed by Euripides in his lost satyr play, Autolycus. Both elegiac poet and
tragedian voice their fervent disapproval of the pan-hellenic custom of granting to athletes conspicuous
honors in the form of free meals at public expense (Xenoph. Fr. 2, 6–9; Eur. Fr. 282 N2, 14–15). And both
voice their indignation by contrasting the uselessness of the ‘athletic tribe’—in particular, their failure to
give back anything worthwhile to their city—with the significant civic contributions that intellectuals
make in terms of their wise words and actions (Xenoph. Fr. 2, 10–12; Eur. Fr. 282 N2, 23–28). Both of
these passages are echoed in Socrates’ outrageous proposal in the Apology that he is much more deserving
of s€thsiw §n prutane€ƒ than any Olympic athlete (Ap. 36b3–37a2). Despite the familiarity of the
topos, there are significant differences between the two formulations. Whereas Xenophanes and the
Euripidean character focus upon the overtly public nature of their intellectual contributions, Socrates
insists upon the private nature of his benefactions which self-confessedly lack sof€a, yet which he
paradoxically claims are of the greatest benefit and so deserving of similar public recognition. This paper
will examine Socrates’ proposal in relation to these two passages. I will suggest that Socrates’
deliberately provocative counter-proposal derives much of its punch from its evocation of this familiar
topos, but one with a pungent twist: whereas Xenophanes and Euripides’s character could at least claim as
basis for their boast the bedrock of sof€h/sof€a, Socrates deliberately deprives himself of this
foundation, making his proposal all the more outrageous.

Xenophanes’ main contention is that even should someone take first prize in any of the Olympic events,
nonetheless he would still not be as worthy a recipient of civic honors as Xenophanes himself, since “our
wisdom is better than the strength of horses and men.” (Fr. 2, 11–12 … =≈µhw går éµe€nvn/éndr«n
±dÉ ·ppvn ≤µet°rh sof€h; and cf. 13–14: … oÈd¢ d€kaion/prokr€nein =≈µhn t∞w égay∞w
sof€hw). The Euripidean fragment frames the polemic similarly by emphasizing intellectual over athletic
achievement: Fr. 282 N2 23–25: … êndraw xrØ sofoÊw te kégayoÁw/fÊlloiw st°fesyai, xÀstiw
≤ge›tai pÒlei/kãllista s≈frvn ka‹ d€kaiow Ãn énÆr. As other scholars have noted (e.g.
Marcovich [1977, 1978], Adkins [1985], Brickhouse and Smith [1989], Lesher [1992], De Strycker and
Slings [1994]), the Socrates of Plato’s Apology also claims Olympic victor-style treatment for his
benefactions. But what these and others have failed to note is that whereas both Xenophanes and
Euripides stake their claim to civic honors on the basis of their intellectual contributions to the city’s well-
being and the conspicuous failure of athletes to do so (Xenoph. Fr. 2, 23: oÈ går pia€nei taËta
µuxoÁw pÒlevw; Eur. Fr. 282 N2 16–18: t€w går pala€saw eÔ, t€w »kÊpouw énØr/µ d€skon êraw
µ gnãyon pa€saw kal«w/pÒlei patr–& st°fanon ≥resken lab≈n;), Socrates paradoxically
stakes his claim to similar honors on the basis of his private benefactions (Ap. 36c3–4: §p‹ d¢ tÚ fid€&
ßkaston fi∆n eÈergete›n tØn µeg€sthn eÈerges€an), but ones which, according to Socrates’ own
admission, do not depend upon any claim to sof€a (cf. Ap. 19c5–d1, 20d6–e8, 21b3–7, d4–e1). And just
as Xenophanes believes that an ÉOluµpion€khw is not as worthy of these honors as he (Fr. 2, 11: oÈk
§∆n êjiow Àsper §g≈), so Socrates phrases his proposal of a counter-penalty in terms of his worth: t€
êjiÒw efiµi paye›n µ épote›sai; (Ap. 36b5). As the phrasing of the immediately preceding passage
shows, Socrates’ proposal is carefully framed so as to distinguish what he believes he truly deserves
(paye›n) from what he realizes he actually must offer by way of a penalty that would be acceptable to the
jury (épote›sai; cf. Brickhouse and Smith [1989] 219–221; Reeve [1989] 169–176). So although, in the
end, Socrates adheres to proper legal procedure and makes an acceptable counter-proposal, his initial
suggestion, while invoking a familiar motif, does so in typically Socratic, that is, paradoxical fashion, by
undercutting the very ground he is standing on.


