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CHAPTER 1

THE DEBATE OVER DEFINITION


Martyrs, cher ami, must choose between being forgotten, mocked, or made use of. As for being understood—never!

—ALBERT CAMUS,
The Fall



NOT EVEN God, it is said, can change history, but the historian can; his profession requires him to do so. The process entails not so much the deliberate distortion or misrepresentation of the facts—that would be a violation of the rules of the game—as the placement of events in a continuum, giving to human action and thought a past and a future, and creating for history a family of ancestral causes and descendant effects. The past is filled with a host of parentless actors and actions, but of all of history’s orphans possibly the martyr is the most lonely and isolated, appearing to us, like both the hero and the traitor, as a two-dimensional stereotype. We find it jarring to imagine the pusillanimous hero, the specious martyr, or the open-hearted traitor. By definition the hero is cleft-chinned and stalwart, the martyr serene-faced and compassionate, and the traitor evil-eyed and conniving. But place martyrs within an historical sequence, relate them to their close cousins the fool and the traitor, assign them siblings and descendants, and ask what personal and cultural interests motivated their sacrifices, and they become complex personalities subject to analysis and criticism. For if a single truism can be claimed for martyrdom, it is that their lot is not an easy one.

Death itself is rarely the stumbling point. The martyr belongs to that select association of men and women who are in such absolute control of their own existence, knowing its exact value, that they are willing to abandon it, flinging life away as if it were no more important than last month’s obituary notice. For those of us who cling to this world with the tenacity of a mollusk, the decision to die is both fascinating and repulsive; in one breath, we judge martyrs to be superior mortals, and in the next, delight in questioning their claim to our esteem. The martyr is a profoundly vulnerable species, for, as Erik Erikson said of Mahatma Gandhi, it is easy enough to kill and be killed: what is hard is to “know how to die without killing and to make one’s death count for life.”1 The trick is to transform death from a conclusion into a beginning, to make it count; but to do so places the martyr in a peculiarly exposed position. So much depends on the debate over definition, the judgment of history, the cooperation of the executioners, the vagaries of timing and circumstance, and the question of motive.

Who, then, qualifies as a proper martyr? Does the distinction between the fool, the martyr, and the traitor rest solely in the eyes of the beholder? Are all martyrs heroes and all dead heroes martyrs? The term is hopelessly overworked and abused, and the moment the label moves beyond those martyrs carefully scrutinized and calendared by the Catholic Church the word becomes all things to all people—the universal good guy. The martyr suffers, like the hero, from “celebrity hype and political expediency,”2 not to mention muddled thinking and mercurial fashions. Iraq constructed a 150-foot-high, tiled, domed monument to the fallen heroes of its holy war against Iran, which in turn erected its own “Fountain of Blood,” flowing with red water, the central attraction of a cemetery reserved for the martyrs of Islam and the heroes of the country. Saint Paul’s Cathedral in London possesses a Book of Martyrs, and not so long ago an American senator publicly claimed an elderly and crippled Jewish tourist thrown to his death off a pleasure liner by Arab terrorists to be a martyr-hero worthy of receiving the Congressional Gold Medal. Christians recognize “red” and “white” martyrs—those who gave their lives as opposed to those who suffered desperately for their faith—and Moslems in India have twenty different ways to achieve the martyr’s heaven, ranging from death in defense of Allah and dying while reciting the Koran to being killed by lightning or falling down a dry well.3

If society has been lavish in bestowing the martyr’s crown, it has been even more confused and quarrelsome about the validity of the title. What is the distinction between a victim and a martyr? Should we confer the honor of martyrdom upon the millions who died in the Nazi holocaust, or were they just unlucky and choiceless people caught in an ideological maelstrom? What of the soldier-hero dead upon the battlefield? Is he a martyr to his country, or is death simply an occupational hazard, a calculated risk for all military personnel? What are we to think of the young man in California who lay down on a railroad track in front of an approaching train to display his passionate opposition to the construction and operation of a nuclear power plant? Trains supplying the plant had always stopped before, but this one didn’t, and he lost both legs. Was he any more or less a martyr than the soldier who risks life but in his heart does not expect to die? Or was he just a damn fool? Were those kamikaze pilots of World War II, who flew suicide missions in defense of an emperor who claimed descent from the gods, martyrs or culturally conditioned automatons and overly advertised examples of a society that rated face, reputation, and national honor above life itself?

More disturbing yet, do those Arab terrorists—often only young boys and girls—who in the 1980s drove fire trucks at French and American installations in Lebanon qualify as martyrs, willing sacrifices to Allah, who have earned a guaranteed place in Paradise? Or, as the Western world much prefers, should they be viewed simply as drug-induced sacrificial pawns in a vicious game of power politics? How is society to categorize Dr. Baruch Goldstein, who one Friday morning in February of 1994 fired a hundred and eleven rounds from an automatic rifle into hundreds of Palestinian Moslems kneeling in prayer, killing forty worshipers? Goldstein died a victim of the anger, frustration, and hatred that consumed him, beaten to death by the survivors. Was he a martyr, a terrorist, or a madman? Is he any worse or better than John Brown, who in a series of Sorelian acts of violence and human slaughter deliberately sought to goad the Satanic South into open conflict so it could be destroyed by the North, the ordained instrument of God’s ultimate purpose?

The debate and the uncertainty are without end. Should the nineteen-year-old French student, Robert Gerekens, who was pronounced by his headmaster “completely normal” but who in 1970 doused himself in gasoline and set himself on fire in imitation of Jan Palach’s incendiary and symbolic protest against the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia the year before, be ranked as a martyr? He did not ask, he said, for human tears: he took his life “because I could not adapt myself to this world.” He wanted his political suicide to be a grim but dramatic protest against the idiocy of war and “the destructive folly of man.”4 Is such a suicidal gesture to be judged sacrificial altruism or deranged egotism?

What of Martin Luther King, whose name stands high in any number of modern martyrologies as the man who spoke for human rights and dignity despite the risk of death? He was gunned down, the victim of human brutality and bigotry, but does this—the manner of his death—make him a martyr? Is it splitting moral hairs to insist on a distinction between assassination by private vengeance and death by official decree? Or what about the unsaintly martyrs, the fashion of whose deaths qualifies them for sainthood but the style of those lives condemns them as criminals? Should the youth who insulted the Roman gods by smashing pagan altars and who was promptly executed for such a desecration be claimed by Christianity as a saint? Does the martyr, as Saint Augustine suggested, possess a higher piety which can turn common vandalism into divine purpose and treason into heroism?5

How are we to handle these martyr-traitors? They are the most explosive and difficult of the lot. It is hard enough to judge the naive altruist who steals flowers from a park to give to hospital patients and is charged with theft of public property; it becomes a matter of high politics to decide on modern ideological traitors who in the name of a higher end, be it communism, manifest destiny, or simply free scientific inquiry, betray their country. Why should Guy Fawkes—whose irrational endeavor to blow up king, Lords, and Commons in 1605 in order to further the Catholic faith is still commemorated by equally irrational efforts on the part of British schoolchildren to blow themselves up with fireworks—be branded a traitor but Thomas More and Thomas Becket, equal traitors in the eyes of their kings, be honored as martyrs? Surely the distinction has as much to do with politics and history as with morality and justice; one man’s martyr, it would appear, is too often another man’s traitor.

The link between the martyr and the traitor has always been close because they possess two essential characteristics in common: neither needs the support or the affirmation of society. Both are either alienated from or rejected by the herd, and both are failures in the eyes of officialdom. The martyr’s death clearly constitutes a denial of the existing society—as the young French student said, “I could not adapt myself to this world”; likewise the traitor by definition is a failure:


Treason never prospers; what’s the reason?

If it prospers, none dare call it treason.6



The noble traitor seems to be a contradiction in terms, and the twentieth century has had immense difficulty labeling its Colonel Stauffenbergs, Klaus Fuchses, Dietrich Bonhoeffers, and Ethel and Julius Rosenbergs. History has come to no firm conclusion about the greatest of all high-minded murderers—Marcus Junius Brutus. The medieval world had no doubts about where Brutus belonged: in hell, in company with Judas, for having committed the ultimate political and moral sin—treason to one’s lord. The punishment assigned by Dante in the Inferno psychologically fitted their crime: they, along with Cassius, were encased in ice, appropriate bone-chilling suffering for the egotism that had led each to set himself apart from and above the society that had spawned him. The ideological reasons that led to the Ides of March or the possibility that Judas, in selling his soul for thirty pieces of silver, was fulfilling God’s will did not bother the Middle Ages one whit: both men were archtraitors and deserved their terrible punishment. By Shakespeare’s day Tudor society was willing to accept Brutus as a hero but not, as Marc Antony’s dramatic irony displayed, an honorable man. It was not until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that Caesar’s slayer emerged as a true ideologue, a noble tyrant-slayer and martyr to the cause of republicanism.

The martyr-traitor understandably spawns distaste and debate: the two words together seem for many to be a particularly inappropriate oxymoron. But surely somewhere it is possible to find agreement and locate a martyr upon whom all can agree. What about Joan of Arc, Jeanne la Pucelle (the Maiden), the national heroine of France, in whose honor Charles de Gaulle selected the cross of Lorraine as the symbol of a revitalized France emerging from the ignominy of World War II?7 She inspired a host of literary giants—Voltaire, Schiller, Anatole France, Mark Twain, G. B. Shaw, and Jean Anouilh—operas by Verdi and Tchaikovsky, and countless films and plays. “A terrible beauty” was born when on Wednesday, May 30, 1431, the English lit the faggots that burned to death a nineteen-year-old illiterate peasant girl from Lorraine. Alexandre Dumas père called her “the Christ of France”; Thomas De Quincey, the English essayist, placed her above Milton and Michelangelo because she died “grandly” as only “goddesses would die, were goddesses mortal.”8 Here certainly is unanimity on the part of both the people who lit the flames and those who benefited from her courage.

But does unquestionable courage and simple grandeur in the face of naked political expediency validate a martyrdom? The Catholic Church, when it was finally cajoled into canonizing Joan in 1920, deftly sidestepped the issue. The unadorned facts without reference to the imaginative interpretations and consequences given them by later generations were singularly unpromising for a religious institution that itself 489 years before had enthusiastically found her guilty of heresy and sorcery and had turned her over to the secular powers for punishment with such self-evident delight that it could be, and was, accused of deliberate judicial murder.

France in 1429 was staggering under a political, military, and moral defeat as great as that sustained in 1940. The northern third of the country was occupied by the English and the forces of the French king’s vassal the Duke of Burgundy; Paris was in their hands as well as the channel coast from Calais to Brittany. The Valois heir to the throne, the dauphin Charles, on the death of his father in 1422 had been cast aside in favor of his nephew, the nine-month-old son of triumphant Henry Plantagenet of England; and Anglo-Burgundian troops were laying siege to Orléans, the gateway to the south of France. Suddenly there appeared at the discouraged court of the dauphin at Chinon in the unoccupied part of the country a seventeen-year-old girl with a highly developed auditory imagination and a strong preference for male drag, who claimed that her voices and divine guides, later identified as Saint Michael the archangel, Saint Catherine, and Saint Margaret, had bid her tell Charles that he must relieve the siege of Orléans and be crowned king in the ancient cathedral of Rheims—a sure sign that God had determined that France belonged to the Valois, not the English, line. She, Joan, would be the heaven-ordained savior of the kingdom and would drive the “God-damns” back across the channel. If there was a miracle in Joan’s life, it happened at Chinon. Her charismatic personality and impregnable conviction galvanized the young prince into action. Orléans was relieved, the English severely defeated, and Charles anointed king at Rheims while Joan stood by. In only nine months she turned the military tide against the enemies of France, and it never ceased to flow until the kingdom, except for Calais, was whole again.

The only part of Joan’s prophecy that failed to materialize was the young heroine’s triumphant role as the rescuer of France. In May of 1430 the Maid of Orléans was captured by Burgundian forces in a minor skirmish. She was sold to the English at the demand of the University of Paris and Pierre Cauchon, bishop of Beauvais, and tried before an ecclesiastical court, which found her voices either “lies of the imagination, corrupt and pernicious,” or apparitions conjured up by “malign and diabolical spirits.” She had, the court maintained, blasphemed against God and His sacraments when she said that she wore male garments by divine decree; her assertion that her saints preferred Valois Charles to Plantagenet Henry was sacrilegious; and she was a stubborn schismatic in placing the opinions of her imagined voices above the historic authority of the Church Militant. In the end Joan died at the stake, forced to wear a dunce cap inscribed with the words “Heretica, Relapsa, Apostata, Idolator” because, when faced with the fire, she had recanted and signed an abjuration confessing herself “a miserable sinner,” admitting she “falsely pretended” her voices came from saints, angels, and God, and submitting herself to “the correction of our Holy Mother Church and God’s good justice.” Her recantation was public but not totally convincing, and what happened the next day is one of the many debated mysteries surrounding Joan’s life and death. In defiance of her abjuration she again put on male attire. Some sources state she was deliberately tricked into doing so; some argue she was forced by English soldiers; some maintain that she did so from fear that dressed as a woman she would be raped by her jailers; and some say she did so of her own free will because her voices had told her to and because her judges had not kept their promise to remove her fetters and place her in an ecclesiastical jail, not a secular prison surrounded by English soldiers. Whatever the motive, her relapse was fatal, and the English could now prove once and for all that in allowing Joan to burn, God was solidly English, not French. As Bishop Cauchon put it, “We’ve got her.”9 That same afternoon the court reconvened and declared her “relapsed, heretic and excommunicate,” and worthy of the flames.

The documents are equally equivocal as to Joan’s state of mind when the following day at 8 A.M. she was turned over to the English and secular authorities at Rouen for burning. The rebellious, mocking mood in which she had signed her recantation was replaced by lamentation and fear: “Alas … that my body, whole and entire, which has never been corrupted, will today be consumed and turned to ashes! Ah, I would rather be beheaded seven times than burned!” One disposition, described as “Posthumous Information,” even claims that she admitted her voices had lied; they had failed to save her, and she apologized to the English and Burgundians for having killed so many and wishing them in hell.10 Whatever her terror as she approached the stake, this nineteen-year-old girl, who could only sign her name if her hand was guided and who had fought tenaciously and eloquently throughout her trial to defend her voices and male attire, accepted her inevitable and agonizing death with immense courage. She died, as De Quincey wrote, grandly. Her story is a marvelous fairy tale with a dreadful ending which human imagination and outrage have been trying to change ever since. But despite Paul Claudel’s magnificent words to Arthur Honegger’s music in Jeanne d’Arc au Bûcher—“What Joan could not achieve by force of arms, she is to consummate with her blood”11—Joan of Arc did not sacrifice herself in the expectation that her death would help liberate France. No French troops marched against the English shouting revenge for the Maid of Orléans’s death; nor did her king lift a finger to save her. Joan died because she would not stop wearing men’s clothing and would not renounce the truthfulness and divine origin of revelations and prophecies made to her by inhabitants of the heavenly kingdom, two of whom—Saint Catherine and Saint Margaret—have since been pronounced specious and legendary and have been struck off the calendar of saints by the same institution that finally got around to sanctifying her in 1920. In doing so, however, Rome circumscribed its canonization; it called Saint Joan an exceptionally virtuous and courageous woman but made no mention of her defense of the Catholic faith, let alone the territorial integrity of France. Only in poetry and fiction, it would seem, can political murder be elevated into a martyrdom about which everyone can agree.

Joan of Arc’s terror and suffering grip the mind; the injustice of what occurred 566 years ago cries out; but, alas, history runs red with human suffering, and its slaughterhouses, dungeons, prison cells, interrogation rooms, psychiatric wards, and arenas are soaked in pain. Countless men and women have died alone and forsaken simply because they would not adjust their thinking or their actions to their tormentors’ will. The unknown martyr must be reckoned in the hundreds of thousands, supremely brave or stubborn individuals, as the case may be, whose names are preserved only in the annals of eternity. But for the chronicler to record, for society to react, and for history to award the martyr’s laurels, publicity and choice are central to martyrdom.

T. S. Eliot once wrote that martyrdom is “never an accident” but is always “the design of God.”12 Yet martyrdom for all of its religious and teleological overtones is at heart a public and political spectacle. It is the most dramatic symbol of defiance and condemnation that a man or woman can achieve, a display of individuality sealed and sanctified by death. It strikes at the spiritual sinews of society, placing in question the collective integrity and legitimacy of the dominant group. As such martyrs are the thrice-born product of society, which creates the authority they violate, responds to their so-called criminal behavior, and eventually passes judgment on the meaning of their deaths.

The second half of the nineteenth century was relatively free of martyrs, not so much because there was any scarcity of passionate individuals who maintained that “men were nothing, principles were everything” as because the Western European liberal state—its property owners, its ideologues, and its power brokers—did not feel overly threatened by their presence. Even extreme political deviants were tolerated as “heroes of conscience” and misguided idealists motivated by the purest of impulses, in contrast to the gutter-variety criminal, who acted from greed, laziness, perversity, and immorality. In much of Western Europe, political and altruistic criminals were even accorded preferential treatment, being housed separately from conventional prisoners and allotted milder and less degrading confinement. And why not? They were seen as being morally superior to the common thief, and the very loftiness of their motives shielded them from normal fear of punishment. “To impose harsh penalties,” it was argued, “on the nondeterrable” was “both futile and cruel.”13 In such a climate the martyr withered and died. Martyrdom needed dissension and passion, and above all the violent emotional reaction of the legal machinery of state to generate the publicity required and produce the kind of death that could achieve the martyr’s purpose.

In order to perform properly, the martyr must be confronted with a simple and immediate choice: conform or die (often unpleasantly). Both elements of the decision—deliberate refusal and positive acceptance of the consequences—must be in the form of a public and legal charade. Had Elizabeth I of England achieved her way, her rival and cousin, Mary Queen of Scots, would never have been proclaimed a martyr by her many supporters. For years Catholic Mary Stuart, as the unwanted and carefully confined visitor south of the border, had been violating English law and outraging Protestant sensibilities, and Elizabeth’s preferred solution was to have the lady quietly murdered in bed; but no matter how broadly Bess hinted, she could find no one willing to do the job. Instead, her government’s official response to Mary’s “treason” was to place the woman on trial—thereby affording her a heaven-sent forum upon which to defend her cause—and then have her publicly executed, an occasion in which the Scottish queen was at her dramatic best, securing for herself a place in the martyr’s hall of fame.14 Likewise, Joan of Arc as a martyr can be said to have been the product of inept English public relations. In purchasing the Maid of Orléans from her Burgundian captors for ten thousand crowns and executing her, the English military transformed a rather embarrassing French peasant girl into an undying heroine. A distraught English soldier exclaimed at her death, “God forgive us; we have burned a saint”;15 more accurately he should have said, “We have created one.”

The battle that martyrs have had to fight to metamorphose themselves from condemned criminals into recorded saints has not been confined to the torture chamber, the stake, or the execution block. Martyrs have been at the mercy of time as well as judicial proceedings. The judgment of history has been just as cruel to their image as any failure of will in the struggle with officialdom. As the causes for which and against which they have stood have waned and waxed, martyrs have been forced back into those categories reserved by society for its deviants and misfits—the criminal, the heretic, the psychopath, and the traitor—or, worse, they have been entirely forgotten, denied even a Judas memory. But history has one redeeming feature: it has been highly susceptible—regardless of the cause—to the theatrics of a fine performance; and style remains the key to the martyr’s credibility and reputation. Death, like any other human endeavor, is an art, and if martyrs are to prevail, they must die, to use Sylvia Plath’s expression, “exceptionally well.”16

Over the centuries martyrs, particularly the Christian variety, have possessed a clear but demanding historic script for enacting their parts during both the initial legal proceedings and the ultimate test of faith. They had before them the picture of those early Christians who approached death in a Roman arena almost as a calling.17 Martyrdom as a vocation meant above all else maintaining control over the particulars of death. The splendor of the battle rested not so much in the outcome as in the dignity of the act, and that in turn meant keeping absolute management over the process.

Ever since martyrdom was first conceived as an act of symbolic protest and a necessary means to some transcendent end, many have been called but few, outside of martyrological fiction, have played the role to such perfection that they could achieve the self-control and compassionate detachment of the future Buddha who transformed his body into a hare, shook himself thoroughly lest an innocent flea die in the flames, and jumped into the fire to offer himself as a meal for a hungry beggar.18 Possibly the ideal as it had been worked out over a millennium and a half was approached in the account of the execution of the English priest Edmund Genings for high treason in 1591. Every word he spoke was a mirror of composure, decorum, and considered choice. He “joyfully saluted the gibbet prepared for him” and, standing upon the ladder with a rope around his neck, conversed politely with his persecutor, a loudmouthed priest hunter named Richard Topcliffe. “Genings, Genings,” shouted Topcliffe, “confess thy fault, thy Popish treason, and the Queen by [your] submission no doubt will grant thee pardon.” Genings’s answer was a paradign of cool reason, moderation, and propriety. “I know not, Mr. Topcliffe, in what I have offended my dear anointed Princess; for if I had offended her, or any other, in any thing, I would willingly ask her and all the world forgiveness. If she be offended with me without a cause, for professing my faith and religion, because I am a priest … I shall be, I trust, excused and innocent before God. I must obey God, saith St. Peter, rather than men, and I must not in this case acknowledge a fault where there is none.” Topcliffe in a fury ordered the hangman to “turn the ladder” and bid him cut the priest down while still living. It was then that Genings showed his true mettle and control. As his genitals were being cut off and his belly ripped open, he proved himself to be an absolute master of understatement. In his agony he said in a clear voice, “Oh, it smarts!”19

The response of the martyrs to the agony of torture and death by fire and mutilation raises a basic problem for a society such as ours, which views the alleviation of suffering, animal and human, as the highest good. We are profoundly disturbed, as William James noted, by any culture that not only accepts pain as normal but at times actually welcomes it.20 Of course, possibly the enormous self-control exercised by the martyrs in the face of excruciating pain lies largely in the description of their hagiographers and not in actual fact. There are enough accounts of the desperate efforts of would-be saints to reverse the process of their martyrdom, to struggle out of the flames only to be thrust back with spears and poles, to give strength to our innate suspicion that the picture of the martyr in perfect control of his death is a myth.21

Not only is the twentieth century disturbed by the thought of unnecessary suffering, but it is also deeply puzzled by the martyr’s response to pain. Dolcino, the archheretic of northern Italy in the early fourteenth century, who was executed with excruciating agony, was reported by a bitterly unfriendly and biased chronicler to have died with extraordinary serenity. In a public and perambulating display, the heretic was systematically mutilated with white-hot pincers “till all his flesh was torn piece-meal from his limbs,” but he never dissolved into the mindless raving mass of scorched flesh and nerves desired by his tormentors. “Only when they tore the nose from his face” was he seen “spasmodically to shrug his shoulders,” and “a faint sigh” and “a slight contraction” manifested itself in the muscles of his face when the iron burned away his testicles.22

What the martyrs experienced in their suffering is beyond our comprehension. Whether they sought and gained, as so many claimed, divinely induced mental and physical inhibitors that permitted them to withstand torments that we can only imagine from brief encounters with the dentist’s drill is, like all matters of sensation, beyond documentation. Whether some lucky few were born with extraordinarily high pain thresholds or were able through some psychic and neurological process to change pain into ecstasy are questions that defy answers, because pain is incapable of being shared or measured. As Virginia Woolf has written: “Let a sufferer try to describe a pain in his head to a doctor and language at once runs dry.”23

Physical pain, it has been said, “is not simply a function of the amount of bodily damage alone”; the response “differs from person to person” and, equally important, from “culture to culture.”24 In one of the few cases where language did not run dry, the seventeenth-century French Huguenot Blanche Gamond was able to record her tortures in words that make it clear that response to pain is not a quantifiable reaction but instead a deeply personal sensation, as much the result of cultural and psychological influences as of physical injury. She was stripped naked to the waist and hung from the ceiling by her wrists, the cord being drawn as tight as her tormentors could manage. She was beaten by six women who kept saying, “Pray now to your God.” Suddenly, in the midst of her ordeal, she sensed “the greatest consolation that I can ever receive in my life, since I had the honor of being whipped for the name of Christ.” Her experience, she said, transcended words: “Why can I not write down the inconceivable influences, consolations and peace which I felt interiorly?” She had to fall back upon sexual comparisons to express her ecstasy. Her joys “were so great that I was ravished.” Her torturers cried out, “We must double our blows; she does not feel them, for she neither speaks nor cries.” Blanche’s explanation was simple and direct. “How should I have cried, since I was swooning with happiness within?”25

Even if we accept the close relationship of pain to ecstasy, our credence is tested further by those heroes of the faith who with perfect timing arranged to expire in the flames with an appropriate message to mankind upon their lips, rejoicing that their suffering would assure them life eternal. The twentieth century is profoundly skeptical of those spiritual athletes who brilliantly enacted a performance in which word, style, and theatrics were all in perfect accord. We sense that such storybook martyrs must be the figment of years of accumulative imagination on the part of hagiographers, unencumbered by historical truth and seeking to dramatize those virtues and strengths essential to their own faith and society. If such paragons actually existed as living men and women, we suspect that reality was far different from their idealized forms. Behind the saintly facade we seek and often find the hidden and secret face of psychotic self-interest, bigotry, and pride. It is only too easy to argue that the martyr was in fact a sick and disjointed personality, as much the hapless product of a divided and floundering society as of the demons of his own mind, scarcely deserving of our admiration, let alone the name of martyr.

Once upon a time society accepted its heroes for what they were—inspirational but rather gaudy and two-dimensional examples of what men and women hold highest: courage, endurance, humility, and compassion. They were golden vessels filled with the essence of divinity and humanity. Today the world is less gullible and a great deal more cynical. We assume the existence of clay feet. It is almost axiomatic that “the greater the genius, the greater the unsoundness.”26 Whisper the words “unconscious motivation,” hint at the existence of a martyr personality, or suggest that a “genius” is not someone possessed of special gifts but simply an individual who has in some fashion departed from the norm—an aberration—and the martyr is lucky to survive with a shred of reputation intact.

The dry and brittle parchment upon which the storybook martyr is fictionalized disintegrates the moment it is bent to achieve a three-dimensional effect. The principle of inverse optics operates when viewing martyrs: the more distant they are, the more attractive they appear. Nothing becomes them so splendidly as the glory of their demise, and invariably their lives are recounted backwards—a celebration of death, rarely an understanding of life—and narrated in terms of the heroic perspective of the small voice of conviction pitted against an ocean of bigotry. On close encounter, however, martyrs are found to be twisted, harsh, unyielding people, possessed of what used to be called before the days of psychiatric terminology “cranky” minds—moody, unpredictable, opinionated and self-absorbed.27 Almost without exception they are people who are willing to do unto others what others have done unto them because they believe themselves to be the possessors of truth for which they are not only willing to die but also willing to have others die. Those who feel within them a sense of uniqueness and destiny; who are obliged to take upon themselves the burdens of mankind—either as social reformers or as spiritual warriors against Satan—who possess a special knowledge of the truth or who concern themselves exclusively with the mystery of eternity and the ultimate meaning of creation, find it difficult to adjust their actions or their thoughts to the normal dilemmas of daily life. Apathy is alien to them, and so, therefore, is tolerance. The price of such absoluteness is dear, for “he who would be friends with God,” wrote Gandhi, “must remain alone or make the whole world his friend”; either way, such friendship entails a retreat from normal human contacts.28 Saint and martyr possess an inner identity that sets them off from the rest of mankind. They are men and women incapable of accepting compromise or accommodating to the needs of others, and more often than not their determination to sacrifice themselves is accompanied by an equal willingness to sacrifice others. They have no need of friend, family, or community.

Martyrs are strong. They make no concessions to the world. They recognize a higher allegiance and on occasion are happy to betray the loyalties that lesser men and women hold sacred. Obsessed with the ultimate pattern of things, martyrs are driven to act upon the knowledge that they are God’s or history’s instrument for achieving or defending absolute truth. Nevertheless, for all their stalwart qualities and manifest virtues, the martyr retains a disturbing flaw which the rest of mankind is quick to mark. Martyrs by their death present clear evidence that their greatest strength may be their gravest weakness: they cannot live in society with their fellow human beings. “The moral distortions,” it has been observed, “of saint and miser differ in quality, not in psychology.”29 What, then, of a martyr’s motivation, conscious or otherwise? Behind the heavy veil of humility, piety, and high-minded sacrifice reside what secret demons and unsatiated desires?

Throughout the history of martyrdom one point, at least until the twentieth century, is inescapable: the religious martyr expected to gain by death. The men and women who over the centuries deliberately elected to die for their particular brand of faith, no matter how attractive or distasteful their convictions may have been to prevailing opinion, can be said to have been responding to some variety of self-interest. The early Christian martyrs in particular have been closely scrutinized from that point of view.30 The absolute certainty afforded by martyrdom of a personal immortality, a reserved seat among the angels and the assurance of an undying place in the memories of their fellow Christians, eternally worshiped as members of God’s chosen elite, could be fatally attractive. Whatever the backsliding, drudgery, and insignificance that accompanied their lives on earth, second- and third-century Christian martyrs achieved in death that one uncontroversial act of heroism which made them memorable both in the eyes of God and man. No longer could anyone say their lives had been inconsequential. The lure of martyrdom had not subsided one iota by the end of the seventeenth century, and the author of A Preparation for Martyrdom, composed in 1682, could still assure his readers that the heavenly reward for a martyr’s death was “even greater than to other saints who did not pass through that Red Sea of blood to the Promised Land.”31 It was on these grounds—too much being received for too little—that Phyllis McGinley in her charming book Saint-Watching deliberately excluded the early Christian martyrs: “It’s easy to be a martyr. You only have to be it once.”32

We can understand, even applaud, normal human cravings for a secure place in some highly anthropomorphic heaven perceived as a perfectly structured and idealized version of man’s society on earth. But peel back the carefully contrived veneer of stereotyped piety and heroism imposed by hagiographers, and we sense the existence of the dark abyss of psychosis: the agony, the courage, and the distorted logic of personalities that have long since passed spiritual hypochondria by and are well on the road to madness.33 Our flesh crawls with a mixture of fascination, disbelief, and horror at the picture of Richard Bayfield in 1531 standing in the fire, reaching up without a break in his prayers and yanking off the charred stump of his left arm so that it “fell from his body,” or at the image of James Bainham who, half consumed by the flames, assured his audience that he felt “no more pain than if I were in a bed of down.”34 Surely such behavior involved something more than just what the sixteenth century referred to as being “hearty in God’s cause.”35 We must be dealing with intensely disturbed men and women, devoured by obsessions, seeking beatification, and constructing for themselves a self-defined and self-achieved immortality which sets up impenetrable walls to guard the soul from doubt and fear. Any absolute triumph over doubt, it has wisely been observed, is an adequate “definition of psychosis.”36

From the moment martyrdom was first enacted, martyrs have been subjected to various levels of psychoanalytic inspection. Some critics have accused them of having too much enthusiasm for the flames and dismissed them as self-murderers; some have openly branded them as psychopaths, obsessed with a death wish, “martyrs of Satan”; and some have pointed to evidence of masochism, paranoia, and manic depression. Still others have dismissed martyrs as ill-adjusted and pathetic individuals, social rejects, desperately striving to find meaning in life and attempting to draw attention to themselves by the only path open to them. Their tormented behavior, such skeptics argue, is psychologically no different from the exhibitionism of the psychopath who, in his rage against society, guns down dozens of innocent people in order to be noticed, if only briefly in tomorrow’s headlines.

The possibility that martyrdom might be only faintly disguised suicide on the part of emotionally disturbed people who were determined, consciously or unconsciously, to end their own lives is a deeply worrisome proposition, because it strikes at the teleological roots of a performance that for many Christians is regarded as being providential. Martyrs are supposed to be humble instruments of divine will, not initiators of their own destruction.

Suicide unfortunately is an act of supreme egotism whether it be viewed psychologically—the most “brutal way of making sure that you will not readily be forgotten”—or theologically—the usurpation of divine authority.37 Consequently the quickest way to defrock martyrs and deprive them of their laurels has been to accuse them of “tragic show,” as the emperor Marcus Aurelius did of the early Christians, or of “Suicide while of Unsound Mind,” as did the fourth knight of Thomas Becket in Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral.38 The only really effective rebuttal to such an attack is the one directed at Thomas Thackham in 1557 which accused him of bias and self-interest. Thackham had dismissed Julius Palmer’s death at the stake as self-murder, and Palmer’s defender wrote, “[I] sayeth that he died a martyr unto the Lord; you say in effect that he ended his life as a castaway and willful destroyer of himself. To be short, the story justifieth the martyrdom. You, to justify yourself, deface the martyr.”39

Defacing martyrs has had a long and distinguished history, and even the hagiographer John Foxe had to admit that his sixteenth-century Protestant heroes were on occasion far from being normal people. His martyrs, he confessed, seemed at times to be desperately insecure; they lacked any sense of proportion, treating trifles as mountains.40 Less friendly observers have been struck by the pathological overtones of the words reported to Saint Cyprian: “What is more blessed … than to have begun to love one’s punishments, after having faith to bear them?”41 Nor has it gone undetected that numerous hints of masochism and sexual perversion, as much as spiritual ecstasy, underlay the early Christian martyr’s attraction for torture and death.42

In the hands of the analyst, martyrs have been transformed into hapless psychotics seeking death as a solution or absolution for the guilt, frustration, anger, and insecurity that lay within them. But at least psychotic martyrs can be said to have retained their own individuality and to have possessed their private, if warped, reasons for death. A far worse fate has been reserved for martyrs at the hands of the twentieth-century sociologist who has sought to deprive them not only of their spiritual identity but also of their uniqueness. The martyr is cast as the product and symptom of a certain stage of social development, and the “martyr habit” seen not as a malaise of the soul but as a disease of society, an institutionally induced addiction.43

Undeniably, martyrs rarely appear singly. They are usually a group phenomenon, taking strength from their sense of collective identity and representing, in their defiance and denial of the existing order and judicial code, serious rifts within society. Unbalanced and unstable societies experiencing a process of cultural, economic, and political restructuring obviously generate martyrs. But so also do expanding and crusading societies, invigorated by large numbers of highly indoctrinated and motivated people who are willing to die for their faith, for their nation state, or for a political-social ideal. Likewise, decaying or beleaguered societies generate men and women who prefer death, often communal, to surrender or absorption. But having said that it takes two to persecute—martyrs require a peculiar concatenation of political and cultural ingredients and imbalances in order to flourish—one has said very little about why certain individuals deliberately make sacrifices of themselves. Doubtless some societies are more prone to martyrdom than others. Equally obvious, martyrdom can be extraordinarily contagious, but to date no one has been able to prove that the contagion was class oriented, either politically or economically, or that age was in any way a determining factor. The demographic evidence is scarce, but martyrs, young and old, male and female, seem to have come from all walks of life.44

The martyr is far too elusive a creature to be caught in the coarse net of social-scientific generalizations or class divisions. Not only do martyrs defy easy categorization, but also much depends on society’s definition of abnormal behavior. Is one gentleman martyr, entrapped by the accident of his political and official position, to be equated to one artisan martyr who deliberately brings himself to the attention of the government? Is the Roman slave who refuses to betray her mistress making the same level of sacrifice as the church leader who knows he must die as an example to the faithful? Is the man or woman, minion or master, who is culturally conditioned to admire martyrdom and regards the martyr as the highest role model, the same quality of hero as the psychopathic personality who greedily embraces the flames? Martyrs simply do not lend themselves to an overly socialized or environmentally oriented view of humanity. They remain too individualistic; and that, of course, is the final rub—they can be accused of the sin of pride.

The link between the moral and the psychological has not gone unnoticed, and Ernest Becker in The Denial of Death has written that “both sin and neurosis represent the individual blowing himself up to larger than his true size.”45 Pride deprives a person of a sense of proportion and a sense of reality; to use C. S. Lewis’s phraseology, it prevents you from “seeing yourself from the outside.”46 The martyr indulges in self-inflation and self-levitation. It is the “self,” the “I,” that is so difficult to judge and that can be so dangerous to the institution or cause that seeks to harness and use the intense spiritual energy released by martyrdom.

The truth of the confusion is that history crawls with an immense variety of martyrs, every one of whom is somebody’s criminal, traitor, psychopath, murderer, or just plain fool. But whatever the label attached or the motives assigned, all martyrs have two things in common: unlike heroes who are products of a consensus society where the quality and worth of their heroic acts are not in dispute, martyrs tend to be the offspring of a society in conflict with itself; and they are very special kinds of villains—they commit offenses of the mind and of the heart, and only rarely do they perpetrate crimes of the body. Martyrs violate the most revered and treasured abstractions that shape and create a society, giving it its uniqueness and vigor. Only inadvertently do they commit crimes against property. They strike at ties of loyalty, allegiance, and sense of collective security, while at the same time they defy society’s—at least the ruling elite’s—definitions of justice, mercy, honor, love, and duty.

In the final verdict upon the martyr, intent and style are central to the emotional as well as the intellectual response to any given performance. There is, moreover, an inescapable relativity embedded in any final judgment, which must encompass at least four variables: the quality of the motive, the acceptability of the cause, the accidents of timing and circumstance, and the dramatic mode of the death. Only if all four are perfectly attuned and suited to one another can a common death be transfigured into a spectacle of lasting meaning. But despite the variables, we also understand that martyrs are neither simpleminded heroes, spontaneously or accidentally risking or sacrificing their lives for their fellow humans, nor blind victims of happenstance. Choice—sometimes desired, sometimes enforced—and premeditation are all-important, because there is nothing impulsive or accidental about the act of martyrdom. It must be part of some long-term enterprise in which the fashion of the death and the credibility of the martyr are regarded as essential elements in the ultimate success of the venture. There is a profound difference between a willingness to take a risk, even to court destruction, and the deliberate walking into the torture chamber or the fire and purposefully bolting the door on escape. These are the crucial considerations that explain why so many of our favorite and time-honored heroes who have acquired the name of martyr have not found their way into the chapters that follow: they made no special contribution to martyrdom as a concept.

The idea of martyrdom, as it has evolved in the West, does not lend itself to topical analysis; martyrs are too aggressively individualistic to be caged and classified.47 The human, not the theoretical, components dominate their stories, and the martyrs who appear in this volume have been selected because their lives highlight the complexities of definition and analysis. Only when the drama of their deaths has been narrated and each ordered and paraded as an example of human heroism or folly does the full mystery and fascination of the subject begin to emerge.
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Socrates taking the hemlock cup: His sense of timing and instinct for stage center have rarely been matched. (photo credit 1.1)


CHAPTER 2

SOCRATES: THE GENESIS OF MARTYRDOM


Who storms the moss-grown walls of eld

And beats some falsehood down

Shall pass the pallid gates of death

Sans laurel, love, or crown;

For him who fain would teach the world

The world holds hate in fee—

For Socrates, the hemlock cup;

For Christ, Gethsemane.

—D. R. P. MARQUIS,
“The Wages”



THE CONCEPT of martyrdom, as well as the world’s first recorded martyr, emerged fully developed from the head of Plato; and to this day Socrates’ performance—the cold deliberateness of his actions, the dramatic style of his death, and the purpose for which he died—has stamped and befuddled the history of martyrdom. It is impossible to disentangle the man from the legend, for Socrates is the ultimate historical paradox: a fictionalized reality. He has been studied from a host of perspectives: as the intellectual pillar upon which Plato hung many of his philosophical precepts; as the seminal godfather of authoritarianism and elitism in politics; as the harbinger and herald of the immortality of the human soul; and finally as the man who defined and practiced virtue in a way that had never been done before and who sought to prove that through the exercise of pure reason the individual, even in the face of herd hysteria, unreason, and the interference of the gods, could maintain absolute control over mind and body and destiny. In an oft-reiterated phrase, Socrates was a secular saint.

Such a many-faceted Socrates is, of course, a myth. Historical reality is something quite different, but nobody is agreed on how different.1 Socrates the man left no records—he would have failed miserably in today’s academic environment of publish or perish—and although his trial and execution in 399 B.C. became the cause célèbre of the classical world and his ideas the battleground for partisans and critics alike, the only firsthand accounts of his personality come from the unreliable pens of a handful of youthful and highly biased contemporaries. Plato’s literary magic and imagination are largely responsible for the Socratic legend, but he was almost two generations younger than his mentor and at the time of the execution was at home sick in bed. Xenophon, who was probably no older than Plato, wrote a heavy-fisted apologetic about the philosopher, but had left Athens three years before his hero’s trial and death. Aeschines of Sphettus was at the death scene, but only a few fragments of his writings remain, mostly about the master’s most notorious pupil, Alcibiades. And the opinions of the comic playwright Aristophanes have survived only in the form of his burlesque of Socrates’ think factory as a ridiculous assortment of silly sophists with their heads in the clouds. Besides these four accounts, there is an abundance of hearsay exaggerations, doubtful traditions, and the opinions—generally unfavorable—of a number of contemporaries whose views can only be surmised from other people’s writings. Many of these bits and pieces eventually found their way into the martyr’s first extant biography, little more than an essay in length and a collage of quotations, written over half a millennium after his death.2 As a corpus of evidence the Socratic sources engender little confidence, and the personality which emerges is so infuriatingly improbable that the reader begins to suspect that the father of martyrdom was too noble by half and deserved the hemlock cup twice over: for his insufferable arrogance as well as his caustic humor and irritating logic.

The human animal from the moment it assumed the disguise of humanity has proved its willingness to die, and men and women have rushed to sacrifice their lives, sometimes carelessly and without thought, sometimes rationally and with deliberation, for a multitude of reasons—to safeguard their beloved, to defend their kin, to satiate and sanctify some power beyond their comprehension, to defend an ideal, or even to prove a point. But Socrates was the first historic individual who, with logic aforethought, elected to die a martyr to a mission that he felt to be both essential to his life on earth and part of a divine and cosmic ordinance decreed from on high, or, as Socrates would more likely have conceived it, from below. Central to that mission were the fashion and timing of his death, which became his passage both to historic immortality and to the eternity of existence beyond the grave.

Socrates lived at a moment that was peculiarly conducive to the invention of martyrdom, for the tiny world that contained him—Athens of the late fifth century B.C.—was undergoing immense social and psychological traumas. In a single lifetime, Socrates’ own—469 to 399 B.C.—Athenian society experienced first a spectacular expansion of the intellect accompanied by an explosion of commercial wealth and the development of democratic institutions, and then ignominious military and political collapse. In the midst of a city undergoing unprecedented change resided Athens’s self-ordained “gadfly,” a man who seems to have been designed by some well-intentioned but otherwise inept deity to be a martyr. As a sage and pre-Christian saint, Socrates violates our sense of decorum. Broad-shouldered, stocky, and muscular—a physique that seems to have been attractive to both sexes—Socrates appears more suited to the locker room than the schoolroom. But behind the snub nose, pop eyes, and satyrish expression resided a devastatingly sharp and witty mind that made no concessions to human folly, and a moral righteousness that is hard to differentiate from pride.

When Socrates was born to a stone craftsman’s family sometime around 469 B.C., Athens was on the threshold of two and a half generations of intellectual and political brilliance that filled contemporaries with self-congratulation tinged with acute anxiety and left later generations with a sense of envy and amazement. The age of Periclean Athens, of Sophocles and Euripides, of Herodotus and Thucydides, was taking shape. So also was the Delian League, which supplied the wealth and commerce that made possible the Parthenon, which a grateful city dedicated to its patron goddess, and the series of walls that protected the Acropolis and linked it with the port of Piraeus. As Athens grew from a petty city-state into a Mediterranean naval power and converted her confederacy of island allies into a commercial empire, she clashed with her military and political rival, Sparta. The conflict started when Socrates was only ten, but the ravens of war were not fully uncaged until 433 B.C. when the truth of Thucydides’ observations was realized: “War gave birth to every kind of inequity.… There was no reconciling force—no promise binding, no oath that inspired awe.”3 Twenty-seven years later, when Socrates was sixty-three, the struggle ended in defeat and political humiliation for Athens. An embittered and deeply shaken and divided polis, looking for the traitor within its gates who could have sapped the moral strength of a city that only a generation earlier had confidently laid the cornerstone to the Parthenon, found an outlet for its paranoia in the trial and execution of Socrates. By a vote of 360 to 140 Socrates’ fellow citizens decreed his execution for “refusing to recognize the gods recognized by the state” and “introducing other new divinities. He is also guilty of corrupting the youth.”4 Embedded in these graceless and imprecise words stands a twisted edifice of mutually interlocking private and public motives that led to Western history’s first martyrdom.

Socrates had about him two qualities that earned him the enmity, as well as the admiration, of nearly everyone who knew him, and which almost guaranteed him a martyr’s crown. He possessed an “iron self-sufficiency” that set him off from his fellow Athenians.5 He seems to have had no need for or any particular respect for the social and political milieu in which he lived or for the good opinion of those around him. And Plato attributed to him a second characteristic—an infallible gift for attracting attention.6 His sense of timing and instinct for stage center have rarely been matched.

Socrates started his teaching career as one of a number of sophists who practiced their pedagogical craft in the markets and gymnasiums of the city, but with Socrates there was a difference. He charged nothing for his wisdom, and he spent the last decades of his life ruthlessly demonstrating the shallowness of his colleagues’ philosophies and the fallacies of their logic. There was little love lost between Socrates and the other sophists, who not only trained the sons of tradesmen and artisans in public debate and rhetoric but also purported to teach them virtue and ethics and tended to be diviners and interpreters of the gods on the side. One suspects that professional rivalry may have helped swing the vote against Socrates, who prided himself on the quality of his thinking and the aristocratic standing of his clientele.

Intellectual challenge and skepticism were in the air. Athens was slowly turning away from the old Homeric deities and archaic explanation of creation, beginning to formulate dangerously abstract notions about a cosmos composed of ether and atoms, and edging its way toward a definition of the individual free from the bondage of the family and ritual dependence upon the gods. Radicals even questioned the existence of the gods, and argued that man should measure justice and truth, honor and virtue by the conventions of society. Insistence on a higher and divine authority, they said, was in reality nothing but a childish projection of man’s own need to transform momentary might into enduring right. Much to the horror and disgust of an older generation, the philosophy of relativism and pragmatism was in a halting, but insidious, fashion being voiced as a rule and guide for Athenian life, especially among the young.

Although Socrates had little sympathy for the peddlers of materialism and atheism, his religious views were profoundly disturbing, for, as he confessed, he dared inquire “into things under the earth and in heaven,” which exposed him to the accusation that he was “a god-maker” who disbelieved in the old deities and was bent on “producing new ones.”7 He rejected the anthropomorphic and unreliable gods of the Homeric past, believing instead in the existence of a divinely inspired and ultimately purposeful universe, in which humanity played a vital, if supremely difficult, role. Religion for Socrates was not “the art of commercial exchanges between gods and men” whereby the deities in an outrageously unbalanced transaction were expected to perform miracles on behalf of their worshipers in return for trifling sacrificial offerings which the gods could not possibly need. He rejected as unacceptable the traditional behavior of the gods, who were blind to the moral chaos that their irresponsible actions produced on both Olympus and earth. Instead, he predicated a single morality for god and man. The gods were inspired by piety and the will to do good, and the goal of humanity was to incorporate such divinity into this world and to live virtuously, doing good to others as the gods would wish.8

Socrates’ gods were both beneficent and dependable. Throughout his adult life, he accepted as his private “divine sign” his daimonion, or guardian voice, which led him to stop and consider the consequences of his decisions, and he never questioned that Apollo spoke through the oracle at Delphi.9 He was, as Plato portrayed him, a mystic and a visionary who possessed a kind of “madness that comes by divine gift.”10 He experienced periodic trances of various durations: one, during his military service, struck him outside his tent at dawn, and there he stood immobile for twenty-four hours until the next morning, when “with the return of light he offered up a prayer to the sun and went his way.”11 The divine for Socrates was omnipresent throughout the cosmos, and as he internalized that vision, he began to articulate what was already in other men’s minds, a definition of the individual possessed of a conscience susceptible to good and evil and of a personality that was a reflection of the soul within, which in its turn knew itself to be answerable to the gods.

So long as Athens prospered and war brought its fair share of victory and economic gain, the city could afford to ignore novelty of thought and irreverence to the ancient gods; but in 430 B.C. the first of the ravens of war descended upon the polis and typhus fed upon its citizens, a sure sign of divine irritation. Then ensued almost two decades of military ineptitude mitigated by occasional good luck and tactical brilliance, and internal discord driven by personal greed and ambition. In the wake of both followed military humiliation and the overthrow of democracy. In defeat Athens needed an explanation, and Socrates, commanding as he always did stage center, was highly visible and available. Whether the city picked the right man was at the time—and still is—a matter of impassioned debate.

In one sense the accusation was monstrous. Socrates trained young minds; he did not corrupt them. He preached and practiced a quality of belief in the gods far more spiritual than that of his fellow Athenians, and he never overtly mocked or condemned their ritualistic worship of household and city deities. Nor did he have anything to do with Athens’s defeat. On the contrary, his military career as an armed foot soldier was impeccable, and he had little to do personally with the bitter factional strife between oligarchy and democracy that tore the city to pieces as the war progressed. But in another sense, Socrates was suspect on two counts: as an arrogant man obsessed with a mission, and as a teacher and associate of two of the most disliked and dangerous political leaders in the city. These two distinguished pupils, the wealthy and talented Alcibiades and Critias, were deeply involved in the disasters that beset Athens, and it was well known that their mentor dismissed as political naiveté the argument that government entailed the participation of all free men, no matter how uneducated, and that he advocated the enlightened rule of a professional and intellectual elite. If, as the sophists so doggedly maintained, virtue was the offspring of knowledge, then Alcibiades and Critias should have been brilliant tests of the thesis; but unfortunately their actions seemed only to prove that war and defeat spawn violence, greed, and extremism.

Alcibiades, on whom his master doted, was the leader of the war party; and for reasons that had as much to do with political exhibitionism as with sound military strategy, he persuaded the Athenian council in 415 B.C. to send him as the co-leader of a brilliantly conceived but poorly executed amphibious expedition against Syracuse. Shortly before the fleet sailed, a particularly flagrant example of religious hoodlumism occurred when one morning Athens awoke to discover the busts of Hermes that adorned most doorways smashed and desecrated, the obvious consequence of impiety and religious laxity. During the ensuing investigation, reports were unearthed about midnight orgies and drunken burlesquing of the Eleusinian mysteries. Alcibiades’s name was linked with these religious outrages, and just before the fleet arrived at Syracuse he was relieved of his command and ordered home to stand trial. Instead he fled and turned traitor, joining Sparta in the war against his home city, claiming that he loved his country so much that he would “go [to] all lengths to recover it.”12 Eleven years later, naked in his mistress’s bed, he was murdered by assassins sent by his old student colleague Critias.

The career of Critias was equally dramatic and disastrous. He was a gifted dramatist and poet who was one of the most eloquent leaders of the oligarchical faction and the most ruthless “reformer” in the Council of Thirty that in 404 B.C., with the help of Sparta’s armed presence, overthrew the democratic government, which was held responsible for Athens’s defeat. Politically, Critias sought to implement Socrates’ creed that only “the ones who know” should have power; he did so by systematically exiling or judicially murdering his political opponents. Critias’s actions produced their predictable reactions, and along with the other leaders of the “Thirty Tyrants” he was slain in battle; and in 401 B.C. a shaky and deeply divided democracy was again restored. It was, in fact, one of the most sublime ironies of history that the man who confessed ignorance to be a virtue and knowledge to be unattainable except by the constant probing of specious arguments should have been the intellectual mentor of two men who had all the earmarks of the ideologue and who believed and practiced that the end justifies the means. Socrates may not have corrupted young minds, but as a consequence of his constant prying into false premises, he may inadvertently have helped to strip from his pupils’ personalities those muddled and contradictory instincts that tend to fetter unbridled egotism and keep under control the temptation to impose self-perceived truths on others.

It is doubtless unfair to burden the pedagogue with the sins of his students three decades after they had left the classroom, but in 399 B.C. the memory of those sinners was still fresh, and public prejudice could point out that Socrates himself in the intervening years had done little to earn his city’s endearment or esteem. If, as Thucydides suggested, war and civil discord foster the worst in society, in the case of Socrates they engendered the best, but in a fashion so extreme that it resulted in antagonizing almost everybody. The man who stood trial in 399 B.C. for impiety to the gods and corrupting young minds was a far different person from the sophist who some thirty years before had taught Alcibiades and Critias. Some time around his fortieth year, just as the Peloponnesian War was heating up, Socrates seems to have undergone a religious experience. Today we might describe it as a middle-aged identity crisis: Plato simply says his master found his “mission” in life. The teacher of men suddenly
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