Croesus the (Philosopher?-)King: Wisdom and Kingship in Plato and Herodotus 

In Republic V, Socrates presents his interlocutors with three waves, the three criteria necessary to establish his ideal city. The third and largest of these, according to Socrates, is that philosophers must become kings, or kings and chiefs must become philosophers—that is, political power and philosophy must come together (473c-d). Socrates describes this wave as potentially inciting laughter and ridicule (473c), while Glaucon asserts worse, that many would take up arms against Socrates for saying such a thing. Scholarship on the concept of philosopher-kings has generally followed this line of interpretation, namely that the idea would have appeared absurd or shocking to its audience. Thus Bloom (1968) discusses the extent to which we today are beneficiaries of the progress Socrates and Plato made “in arguing the usefulness of philosophy to civil society” (390), and Klosko (2006), in contending that the Republic is perhaps not as ‘utopian’ a work as has been generally conceived, discusses the practical and theoretical implications of the philosopher-kings. 


Scholarship has not gone far enough, however, in viewing Socrates’ philosophical rulers in the context of wisdom-seeking kings and leaders in Greek literature before Plato. As Schofield (1999) says, “the Greeks were drawn to the idea that society could best solve its problems by relying upon the wisdom of a good king” (1). The specific combination of political power and philosophy (δύναμίς τε πολιτικὴ καὶ φιλοσοφία) may find its origin in the work of Plato, but the desire for wisdom and wise leaders appears in literature at least as early as Homer and Hesiod. It is therefore possible to read Socrates’ philosopher-kings not as a completely original concept, but a response to and modification of existing models. Socrates’ rulers move beyond the shortcomings of the kings of earlier literature, who may have fallen due to ignorance or arrogance.


In this paper, I will examine one such proto-philosopher-king, Croesus the Lydian in Book I of Herodotus’ Histories. Herodotus depicts Croesus as a character in pursuit of some type of knowledge. When the reputedly wise Solon visited Croesus, the Lydian king tested the sage’s wisdom by displaying all his wealth and fortune and asked him who was the happiest person he had ever seen. Unhappy with Solon’s replies, Croesus sent him away. Likewise, Socrates questioned those reputed to be wise, only to find himself unhappy with their supposed wisdom. Croesus also sought out the Delphic oracle in ways similar to Socrates in Plato’s Apology. Socrates, upon hearing that the oracle proclaimed no one to be wiser than himself (21a), set out on a mission to test the oracle and ascertain its enigmatic meaning, since he believed that the oracle of Apollo could not be telling a lie (21b). Likewise Croesus, after an elaborate mission to test various oracles, found the Delphic oracle alone to be unerring (1.48). Croesus’ tests of a wise man and the oracles thus almost anticipate the method of elenchus for which Socrates would later become famous. Whatever each character’s success at this cross-examination—and it should be noted that Croesus’ motives of praise and imperial expansion differ much from Socrates’ pursuit of wisdom—both the king and the philosopher are eventually sentenced to death. King Croesus’ philosopher-like actions provide a potential archetype—or failed archetype—for Socrates’ philosopher-kings.
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