Lecture notes for Socratic dialogues of Plato:

We see at the beginning of the Apology that accusers have already spoken and warned the jurors of Socrates’ eloquence, but Socrates claims not to be an orator, for he speaks the truth, not false things with fancy arguments to support them.  He is unlike the Sophists in this, and therefore not eloquent, unless eloquence means speaking the truth and persuading by reasoned argument.  This is the important distinction between persuasion and truth that Socrates makes: the persuasion of orators and accusers is false while Socrates’ is true.  He will speak as he always does in the streets when he uses reason and argument. “Let the judges decide justly and the speaker speak truly.”

Two sets of accusers stand before him, one present and one absent.  The older, absent accusers are the more dangerous because they have already prejudiced the jurors since childhood, and they are not present to refute.  They have slandered Socrates all this time, but now are shadows he must fight.

The current accusers are dangerous too, but in a different way, for they are those who would carry on inappropriate actions in court rather than discuss and learn in the streets where men’s lives do not hang upon the outcome.  These accusers are the ones who murder men within the system that is supposed to be just, but they misuse this system and are therefore very evil.  Socrates is bringing up this point about the sets of accusers to remind the listeners to put aside bias and prejudice that they may unconsciously be harboring, for he has only a short time to discount this evil slander that has been going on a very long time.

The old slander says he is evil, that he searches into things under the earth and in heaven, and makes the worse appear to be the better cause, and teaches his doctrines to others.  Looking into things under the earth and in heaven is meant to place him in with the natural philosophers, like Anaxagoras, who made calculations about the heavens.  Anaxagoras is the one who said the sun was a stone and the moon reflected sunlight.  But Socrates makes sure to say that he has nothing to do with such studies

Socrates does not teach for money.  Here he is again setting himself in opposition to the Sophists who traveled around teaching the skills of rhetoric and such to the youth of Athens.  These Sophists claimed to have knowledge that was worth much to young men who wanted to become politicians and gain power, but Socrates claims to have no such knowledge.

Socrates does have a certain kind of wisdom that is attainable by any man, but the wisdom of the Sophists is some kind of superhuman wisdom about which he knows nothing.  And so begins the story of the Oracle.

Chaerephon visited the Oracle which told him that Socrates was the wisest man.  Socrates could not believe this, so he set about questioning various men in Athens to find out why the God Apollo would say such a thing.  Now this shows both a kind of reverence as well as disbelief, and it is important in the argument against atheism.  If Socrates believes the Oracle, he would be following whatever the god says, this would be like taking things literally and traditionally, not to mention bringing upon himself charges of false pride and arrogance (hubris), but if he questions the Oracle, there is a sense in which he is being disrespectful to Apollo (for even questioning) but at the same time being even more deeply reverent, for the word of the Oracle starts him on a mission in the name of the god Apollo.  This is what makes him the gadfly of Athens and set him on the road to trouble.  

He visits the politicians,  poets, artisans and finds that they all thought they knew when they did not know.  Now the accusers are Meletus on the part of poets, Lycon for the rhetoricians, and Anytus on behalf of the artisans.  So this is why he walks the streets questioning and sees it as an improvement of both citizens and the State.

His next defense is against the current accusers, and he focuses on Meletus who accuses him of being an evil doer, not recognizing the traditional gods (atheism) and of corrupting the youth.

Socrates says that Meletus is zealous in his attack and that he is making a joke out of a serious matter, and that he really cares little for the youth of Athens.  Socrates does his questioning in the streets, he is not one who would bring charges against someone like this, or like Euthyphro, for that matter.  In courts, people’s lives hang upon the judgments, and so it is a serious matter.  In short, he is accusing him of a frivolous lawsuit and caring little for the lives of those who he accuses as well as for the youth.

Socrates shows that Meletus cares little about who is and is not corrupting the youth, for according to him everyone in the whole assembly if not all of Athens improves the youth, while Socrates alone corrupts them.  This does not make sense, for as in the case of horses, athletes, etc. only the one who knows like the trainer or the doctor improves, not the masses.  So Meletus clearly does not care about improving the youth or the State.

Socrates also shows that it does not make reasonable sense for him to intentionally corrupt the youth, for if he corrupts someone, he is likely to be harmed in return; therefore, if he corrupts, he is not doing so intentionally.  This certainly cannot be worth execution.

Finally, in the charge of atheism, Meletus admits that he is charging Socrates with complete atheism; that he does not believe in the gods of the sun and moon at all.  This is where he says that Meletus must be mistaking him for Anaxagoras.  But we already know from the beginning of the dialogue that such investigations do not interest Socrates.  Socrates is much more interested in things like justice and piety than natural investigations.  

Socrates has always had a daemon who has told him when he is doing something wrong. We might liken this to our conscience.  It never tells him when he is doing something right, but it does stop him if he is acting incorrectly.  His daemon has never told him to stop speaking in the streets of Athens.  This may be the source of Meletus’ accusation of atheism, for this is certainly not a traditional Greek god or goddess, and Meletus has sworn in the affidavit that Socrates believes in divine activities and he teaches these beliefs to others.  

Socrates proceeds to show that Meletus is inconsistent in the charge of atheism by ensuring that Meletus is accusing him of complete and utter atheism, that is, disbelief in any god at all.  His argument then is that if someone believes in spiritual or divine agencies (like Socrates’ daemon) then he must also believe in gods or demigods of some sort as much as one who believes in humans deeds must believe that humans exist.  It is just as unreasonable to believe in demigods or agencies of gods and not also believe in gods themselves.  Furthermore, he has already established that he is on a mission for the god Apollo himself, so in what sense is Meletus saying that he is an atheist?  He must not be.

Beyond his defense, Socrates begins to discuss the nature of a virtuous life.  He tells us that one should not be ashamed or afraid of having lived in such a manner as to bring death upon oneself, as long as the life you have lived a just life – acting, speaking, thinking in a way that is right and good.  He compares this to the war hero.  A warrior must choose an untimely death each time he goes into battle, but he knows that he is doing the right thing.  He does not calculate his chance of living, but does his duty and accepts the fate that awaits him.  He does not try to weasel out of his duty, for he would rather die than live in dishonor.  And so it is with Socrates, for his battle is no different from the battles fought by the esteemed heroes of the Greeks, though it is not with weapons on the battlefield.  

Socrates believes that the fate of Athens itself rests within hearts and minds of the citizens.  These hearts and minds must live and act justly, and to do this they must go through a constant self-examination and questioning.  His mission as “gadfly” to Athens is to enable this healthy examination, and thus improve both the citizens and the state.  He compares his current resolution to his resolution to fight when he himself was a soldier at Potidaea, Amphipolis, and Delium.  He stood his ground.  Then it was the generals who put him to his task, now it is the god Apollo himself.  How much more should he stand his ground now then, having been put in position by a god and not a mere man?  In fact, if he were to have abandoned his position here, Meletus might be just in his accusation of atheism.  

Not only has Socrates held his ground in battle, but he has held his ground for justice in his position as a politician.  When the generals returned without saving the sailors and were thrown into prison and executed, Socrates alone said trying them all together was unjust and illegal.  He went against the tide and risked his life in doing so then.  He also stood against the execution of Leon of Salamis, and for this he could have lost his life, but he refused in every case to do the unjust thing.  His daemon told him he should not live a life of politics, for he would not have lasted long.  Here Socrates is insinuating that politicians do unjust things.  He is insulting and upbraiding them in their very own courtroom!

Death is thought to be the greatest evil by many, though as we have seen, the warrior has a different view.  In reality, no one really knows what happens in death.  For all we know, death may be the greatest good.  Socrates discusses this in the Phaedo when he tells us that it is either a sleep in which he will have no consciousness of anything, and so there would be nothing to fear; or else it is a wonderful afterlife with all the greatest heroes and thinkers who have gone before.

Now it seems that Anytus has warned the court not to let Socrates go, for it would mean the ruin of their sons – Socrates should be killed.  Socrates tells the court that even if they let him go he will not cease and desist from his mission, for that would be to go against a higher authority, the god Apollo; and also to live the dishonorable life, which would be the evil thing to do.  He would choose the possible good he might find in death, as discussed above, rather than do the evil or dishonorable thing.  Socrates will continue his questioning, exhorting people to care more for their souls and their improvement than for material goods and power.  

Killing Socrates will injure the killers more than Socrates will be injured by death, for first it has been established that death is not the worst thing, injustice and dishonor are far worse.  Thus bad men like Meletus or Anytus can never harm the honorable and good man, not even by killing him. The evil of unjustly taking another’s life is far greater, more dishonorable, and thus more damaging; furthermore, if they kill Socrates, then who will replace him as “gadfly.”  Who will push people to question themselves, examine their souls, ensure that they do not contradict themselves, and teach them to reason and admit when they do not know?  They will be throwing the god’s gift back in the face of Apollo.  This seems supremely arrogant, ungrateful, and impious, for Socrates must be the gift of Apollo to Athens; otherwise, he would not have lived in the impoverished manner he has chosen in order to bring such a message; instead, he would have sought the mundane things most other men seek.  He would not have stood his ground continuing his sacred mission in the face of death, unless he was indeed sent by the deity.

Now there are many renowned men in the court who could witness against Socrates in all these charges; who could refute Socrates’ arguments, who could say Socrates is lying, but none of them will come forward against Socrates, in fact, all are ready to witness for Socrates.  This should be proof that Socrates speaks the truth and Meletus lies; for all these good men would indeed be on Meletus’ side were he right in his accusations.

Socrates has spoken the truth and used reason and argument.  This is in keeping with all he has tried to teach.  For example, he tried to show Euthyphro his internal contradictions.  He tried to show him that he might be damaging his own soul by bringing his father to court at the possible price of parricide.  He has indicated that it is better to do the talking in the streets through the process of questioning and self-examination, and keep such charges out of courtrooms where peoples’ lives hang in the lurch for their very thoughts.  But Euthyphro, like everyone else, is intellectually lazy and too full of himself to cease his accusations.  Euthyphro cannot even see that what he is doing is much like what Meletus is doing to Socrates, whom Euthyphro believes should not be charged and is always misunderstood, much like himself.  He blindly goes off to ruin his soul and get his father killed by taking it to court instead of investigating and soul searching in the proper arena.

In keeping with his comments at the beginning of the dialogue about the kinds of speech the court is accustomed to hearing, Socrates now tells them that he will not resort to appeals of pity, crying, begging for his life, etc.  He will act only in an honorable way, and that is to speak the truth and try to present his defense by means of reason and argument and thus to persuade.  He does not use the rhetorical kind of persuasion, for his attends on truth, not self-interest.

To appeal to pity, to bring his wailing wife and children in to court, would be to dishonor not only himself, but the court itself.  Though this is what the accused typically do, Socrates will not stoop that low.  Socrates is really setting himself up for a “no exit” here.  He is forcing the point of honor and by doing so is accusing the men of Athens of being dishonorable and self-important, wanting to be begged and pleaded with, so as to enhance their own egotistic and arrogant images of themselves.   This point ties in with the fact that Socrates does not refer to any jurors as “judges” until the end where only those who voted to acquit him are given that honor.  All are “men of Athens” until that point.  This is another affront to the arrogant men who would prosecute Socrates or find him guilty.

Socrates is found guilty and the death penalty is proposed.  Now it is the time, as is traditional, for the guilty one to propose a different penalty.  Socrates, in keeping with his demeanor throughout proposes that he should be honored and allowed to continue his mission, for he is in service of the god Apollo and in service to the city.  He refuses to admit that he has done any wrong or intentionally hurt anyone.  He says that the time for him to persuade was too short in comparison to the time that had passed when he was slandered.  And so it seems that the old accusers have had their way, and biases and prejudices that were long standing in the minds of these men of Athens were not dismantled.  But Socrates will no more injure himself than someone else.  He will not hold his tongue and he will not deny Apollo.  Neither will he propose a penalty disproportionate to what he has done.  He has done no wrong, so perhaps at least he could pay a minor fine and be done with it.  This refusal to give in to the court enangers the jurors, and when they return they vote for death.

Socrates’ final speech is one of true admonition. He reaffirms that he has spoken correctly and maintained his honor by not pleading for his life.  He reminds them that the really difficult thing is not to avoid death, but avoid evil; for evil runs faster than death and easily catches up to you.  Socrates is old and runs slowly and the slower runner, death, has caught him, but as for the evil-doers who run quickly, it is the faster runner, evil who has overtaken them.  These will suffer the penalty of wickedness and dishonor for doing what is unjust, not Socrates.  

Socrates prophesizes as men do when nearing death.  He says there will be younger men who will come after him who will not deal as kindly with them as has Socrates, for Socrates has actually restrained them until now.  Killing Socrates will not keep others from accusing them of injustice and holding them accountable.

As for those who have acquitted Socrates, they alone were the judges; they alone were the just ones.  Even now his daemon has not told Socrates that he is wrong, so their judgment must be right, and this is a good sign.  Socrates now begins a journey with an unknown outcome, but in any case it is a good one, for he will either sleep undisturbed or be able to resume his quest among the great heroes and thinkers who have gone before him.  He will be in the company of honorable men, and this cannot be a bad thing.  Thus he will be delivered from those false judges and dishonorable men who have convicted and killed him.  It is as if Socrates cannot wait to die so that he can meet these wonderful and honorable men and have the chance to talk to them all.  Even unto the end Socrates instructs his judges and shows them how to be resolute and brave in the face of danger.  He shows them that justice, honor, and the safe keeping of their own souls is of far more value than life itself.  In this way he comforts them in their loss of Socrates as well as in their fight to do the right thing.  They will walk different paths from now on – Socrates to death and they through life, but they must remember these last sacred words of Socrates and remain truthful and just.
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