Who is Socrates?  Socrates was executed in 399 BCE by being forced to drink hemlock, having been convicted of corrupting the youth. Three Platonic Dialogues deal with the trial and death of Socrates:

1) The Apology (Socrates’ defense)

a) Socrates was brought to the Athenian courts on the charge of corrupting the minds of the young, and of believing in deities of his own invention instead of the gods recognized by the state.

b) Socrates gives a detailed account of how he has lived, what his calling is and where it came from (Apollo - the oracle at Delphi) and why he has pursued this calling.

c) He discusses how the minds of the men of Athens have been wrongly influenced against him both in their childhood and in their adult lives.

d) He shows that the charges against him are false and why, yet he is still convicted by a narrow margin.

2) The Crito (Why Socrates cannot run from Athens)

a) Socrates had about a month between the time he was condemned and the time he drank the poison.  This delay was not typical, but was due the returning of a ship sent on a sacred mission and no one could be put to death until it returned.

b) Crito, an old and devoted friend, comes to prison to convince him to escape.

c) Socrates answers this attempt by asking Crito whether it is ever right to escape an evil by committing an evil.  Though the sentence was unjust, could it be just then to escape by breaking the law?

d) Can individuals set aside the law at will?  What would happen to the state?

e) If he flees, he will be returning wrong for wrong, breaking the laws, evil for evil, injuring those he should least injure, himself, his friends, his country, and the Laws themselves.

3) The Phaedo (An account of Socrates’ last hours as told by a dear friend after his death.)

a) In the last hours Socrates discussed many different things with his company.

b) Immortality of the soul

c) Various proofs of its immortality

d) Whether birth  was really a sleep and a forgetting.

e) The idea that the soul is immortal because it can have a share in truth, goodness, beauty, which are eternal.

f) Man can know god because he has something in him akin to the eternal that cannot die.

g) This talking ends, and Socrates drinks his death.

4) A fourth dialogue, Euthyphro, demonstrates the kind of questioning and what is called “Socratic Dialectic”  that seemed to annoy so many Athenians.  

a) Socrates meets Euthyphro, a religious or “man of the cloth” as we would say, on the steps of the Athenian “courthouse.”

b) Socrates is being charged with impiety, so naturally this becomes the topic of discussion. 

c) Euthyphro has come to press charges of murder against his own father and says what he is doing is pious.

d) Socrates tries to get Euthyphro to establish reasonably exactly what piety itself is, not examples of what people think is pious action.

e) Euthyphro fails to do so, becomes frustrated, and leaves Socrates without an answer.  This shows that the one who claims to know what piety is, so much so that he is prosecuting his own father for an impious act, cannot even tell us what piety is, yet he continues on his way, oblivious to the import of the fundamental issue at hand.

5) Contribution to Philosophy: 1)  Inductive Argument and definition by generalization, 2) use of dialogue as an approach to truth, 3) a move from investigation of Physis to the ethical kinds of questions.

a) Inductive argument:  There are many examples of this.  In Euthyphro he seeks a general definition of piety, in Charmides of Self-discipline, in Lysis, friendship, and in the first book of the Republic, with Justice.

i) Example:  In the Platonic dialogue “Laches” it is asked “What is courage.”

(1) The answer is “not running away in battle.”

(2) Socrates shows that this is a definition of a particular example of courage, but not a definition of courage in general.

(3) He wants to seek what is common to all acts of courage, and arrive at a generalized definition by induction.

b) Use of dialogue to approach truth:

i) Socrates was set to his calling by the oracle at Delphi (Apology 21)

(1) Chaerephon asked the oracle who the wisest man was, it told him Socrates was.

(a) Socrates, on hearing this and believing himself not to be the wisest of men, went searching to understand what the oracle meant.

(b) He visited various groups of people who were alleged experts and wise, only to find that these people were not wise at all.

(c) What he did realize is that while Socrates knows of his own lack of wisdom, these others did not, they thought they were wise when they were not.

(d) Needless to say, he made himself quite unpopular with these individuals.

ii) So Socrates himself professed his own ignorance, but his wisdom lay in the fact that he was aware of the fact that he did not know.  That is to say, that the search for truth is a constant seeking.

c) So then we may say he had a “philosophy of education” that was based on this: Knowledge can be pursued and is worth pursuing - for its own sake.

i) The search for knowledge is a cooperative enterprise (hence the dialogue and seeking with others.)

(1) A question is a form of education:  a drawing out of what is in a person rather than an imposing on him a pre-selected view from outside.

(2) Knowledge, truth, must be pursued with intellectual honestly.

d) Finally, Socrates is characterized by a turn in questioning toward human qualities, concern for the ethical and the just, how humans live.

i) At the center is the psyche or soul which comprises the life principle, the intellect, and the moral personality.

(1) He is thus fundamentally concerned with ethics:  “I spend my whole life going about persuading you all, old and young alike, not to bother about your persons or properties, but first to concentrate on the greatest improvement of your souls.”

ii) The aspects of his ethical thought:

(1) The need for self knowledge

(2) Virtue is knowledge - virtue in Greek is the word for goodness or excellence “arete” - so Excellence or goodness is knowledge.

(3) Excellence was thought of in terms of function - we will see this influence in discussing both Aristotle’s and Plato’s ethics.  The function of the human is governance by reason, in both cases, in their own ways.

(a) Plato - the appetite, drives and intellect are governed through reason.

(b) Aristotle - the function of man is to exercise reason - both intellectually as in the studying and thinking about nature, and morally as in the moderation of our impulses and appetites.

6) Perhaps we best understand Socrates if we see him as he saw himself:  a gadfly sent by divine oracle at Delphi, though in a curious way, to question the Athenians, to the point of pestering, if you will- only to be as such a public benefactor in that he prods them on to be self-reflective, to know themselves, to examine themselves, their morals, thoughts and beliefs, and gives them moral encouragement. 

An educator of the young: a truly dangerous profession.
