1. The Apology

Plato

I have to defend myself, Athenians, first against the old false charges of my old accusers, and
then against the later ones of my present acCUsers. For many men have been accusing me to you,
and for very many years, who have not uttered a word of truth: and 1 fear them more than I fear
Anytus and his companions, formidable as they are. But, my friends, those others are still more
formidable; for they got hold of most of you when you were children, and they have been more
persistent in accusing me with lies, and in trying to persuade you that there is one Socrates, a
wise man, who speculates about the heavens, and who examines into all things that are beneath
the earth, and who can “make the worse appear the better reason.” These men, Athenians, who
spread abroad this report, are the accusers whom 1 fear; for their hearers think that persons who
pursue such inquiries never believe in the gods.

Perhaps some of you may reply: But, Socrates, what is this pursuit of yours? Whence come
these calumnies against you? You must have been engaged in some pursuit out of the common.
All these stories and reports of you would never have gonc about, if you had not been in some way
different from other men. So tell us what your pursuits are, that we may not give our verdict in
the dark. I think that that is a fair question, and I will try to explain to you what it is that has
raised these calumnies against me, and given me this name. Listen, then: some of you perhaps
will think that T am jesting; but I assure you that I will tell you the whole truth. T have gained
this name, Athenians, simply by reason of a certain wisdom, But by what kind of wisdom? It is
by just that wisdom which is, I believe, possible to men. In that, it may be, I am really wise. But
the men of whom I was speaking just now must be wise in a wisdom which is greater than human
wisdom, or in some way which I cannot describe, for certainly I know nothing of it myself, and
if any man says that I do, he lies and wants to slander me. Do not interrupt me, Athenians, even
if you think that I am speaking arrogantly. What I am going to say is not my own: I will tell you
who says it, and he is worthy of your credit. I will bring the god of Delphi to be the witness of
the fact of my wisdom and of its nature. You remember Chaerephon. From youth upwards he
was my comrade; and he went into exile with the people, and with the people he returned. And
you remember, too, Chaerephon’s character; how vehement he was in carrying through whatever
he took in hand. Once he went to Delphi and ventured to put this question to the oracle,—1 entreat
you again, my friends, not to cry out,—he asked if there was any man who was wiser than I: and
the priestess answered that there was no man. Chaerephon himself is dead, but his brother here
will confirm what I say.

Now see why I tell you this. I am going to explain to you the origin of my unpopularity.
When I heard of the oracle I began to reflect: What can God mean by this dark saying? 1 know
very well that [ am not wise, even in the smallest degree. Then what can he mean by saying that
I am the wisest of men? It cannot be that he is speaking falsely, for he is a god and cannot lie.
And for a long time I was at a loss to understand his meaning: then, very reluctantly, I turned to
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seek for it in this manner. [ went to a man who was reputed to be wise, thinking that there, if
anywhere, I should prove the answer wrong, and meaning to point out to the oracle its mistake,
and to say, “You said that I was the wisest of men, but this man is wiser than I am.” So
examined the man—TI need not tell you his name, he was a politician—but this was the result,
Athenians. When I conversed with him 1 came to see that, though a great many persons, and
most of all he himself, thought that he was wise, yet he was not wise. And then I tried to prove
to him that he was not wise, though he fancied that he was: and by so doing I made him, and
many of the bystanders, my enemies. So when I went away, [ thought to myself, “l am wiser than
this man: neither of us probably knows anything that is really good, but he thinks that he has
knowledge, when he has not, while I, having no knowledge, do not think that I have. I seem, at
any rate, to be a little wiser than he is on this point: I do not think that 1 know what I do not
know.” Next I went to another man who was reputed to be still wiser than the last, with exactly
the same result. And there again I made him,and many other men, my enemies.

Then 1 went on to one man after another, seeing that I was making enemies every day, which
caused me much unhappiness and anxiety: still I thought that I must set God’s command above
everything. So I had to go to every man who seemed to possess any knowledge, and search for the
meaning of the oracle: and, Athenians, I must tell you the truth; verily, by the dog of Egypt, this
was the result of the search which I made at God’s bidding. I found that the men, whose reputation
for wisdom stood highest, were nearly the most lacking in it; while others, who were looked down
on as common people, were much better fitted to learn. Now, I must describe to you the wanderings
which [ undertook, like a series of Heraclean labors, to make full proof of the oracle. After the
politicians, I went to the poets, tragic, dithyrambic, and others, thinking that there I should find
myself manifestly more ignorant than they. So I took up the poems on which I thought that they
had spent most pains, and asked them what they meant, hoping at the same time to learn
something from them. I am ashamed to tell you the truth, my friends, but I must say it. Almost
any one of the bystanders could have talked about the works of these poets better than the poets
themseives. So I soon found that it is not by wisdom that the poets create their works, but by a
certain natural power and by inspiration, like soothsayers and prophets, who say many fine things,
but who understand nothing of what they say. The poets seemed to me to be in a similar case.
And at the same time I perceived that, because of their poetry, they thought that they were the
wisest of men in other matters too, which they were not. So 1 went away again, thinking that I
had the same advantage over the poets that 1 had over the politicians.

Finally, I went to the artizans, for I knew very well that I possessed no knowledge at all,
worth speaking of, and 1 was sure that I should find that they knew many fine things. And in that
I was not mistaken. They knew what I did not know, and so far they were wiser than L But,
Athenians, it seemed to me that the skilled artizans made the same mistake as the poets. Each
of them believed himself to be extremely wise in matters of the greatest importance, because he
was skilful in his own art: and this mistake of theirs threw their real wisdom into the shade. So
I asked myself, on behalf of the oracle, whether I would choose to remain as I was, without either
wisdom or their ignorance, or to possess both, as they did. And 1 made answer to myself and to
the oracle that it was better for me to remain as I was.

By reason of this examination, Athenians, I have made many enemies of a very fierce and
bitter kind, who have spread abroad a great number of calumnies about me, and people say that
I am “a wise man.” For the bystanders always think that I am wise myself in any matter wherein




{ convict another man of ignorance. But, my friends, T believe that only God is really wise: and
that by this oracle he meant that men’s wisdom is worth little or nothing. I do not think that he
meant that Socrates was wise. He only made use of my name, and took me as an example, as
though he would say to men, “He among you is the wisest, who, like Socrates, knows that in very
truth his wisdom is worth nothing at all.” And therefore I still go about testing and examining
every man whom I think wise, whether he be a citizen or a stranger, as God has commanded me;
and whenever I find that he is not wise, I point out to him on the part of God that he is not wise.
And I am so busy in this pursuit that I have never had leisure to take any part worth mentioning
in public matters, or to look after my private affairs. I am in very great poverty by reason of my
service to God.

And besides this, the young men who follow me about, who are the sons of wealthy persons
and have a great deal of spare time, take a natural pleasure in hearing men cross-examined: and
they often imitate me among themselves: then they try their hands at cross-examining other
people. And, I imagine, they find a great abundance of men who think that they know a great
deal, when in fact they know little or nothing. And then the persons who are cross-examined, get
angry with me instead of with themselves, and say that Socrates is an abominable fellow who
corrupts young men. And when they are asked, “Why, what does he do? what does he teach?”
they do not know what to say; but, not to seem at a loss, they repeat the stock charges against
all philosophers, and allege that he investigates things in the air and under the earth, and that he
teaches people to disbelieve in the gods, and “to make the worse appear the better reason.” For,
I fancy, they would not like to confess the truth, which is that they are shown up as ignorant
pretenders to knowledge that they do not possess. And so they have been filling your ears with
their bitter calumnies for a long time, for they are zealous and numerous and bitter against me;
and they are well disciplined and plausible in speech. On these grounds Meletus and Anytus and
Lycon have attacked me. Meletus is indignant with me on the part of the poets, and Anytus on
the part of the artizans and politicians, and Lycon on the part of the orators. And so, as I said
at the beginning, I shall be surprised if I am able, in the short time allowed me for my defence,
to remove from your minds this prejudice which has grown so strong. What 1 have told you,
Athenians, is the truth: I neither conceal, nor do I suppress anything, small or great. And yet I
know that it is just this plainness of speech which makes me enemies. But that is only a proof that
my words are true, and that the prejudice against me, and the causes of it, are what I have said.
And whether you look for them now or hereafter, you will find that they are so.

Wherever a man’s post is, whether he has chosen it of his own will, or whether he has been
placed at it by his commander, there it is his duty to remain and face the danger, without thinking
of death, or of any other thing, except dishonor.

When the generals whom you chose to command me, Athenians, placed me at my post at
Potidaea, and at Amphipolis, and at Delium, I remained where they placed me, and ran the risk
of death, like other men: and it would be very strange conduct on my part if [ were to desert my
post now from fear of death or of any other thing, when God has commanded me, as 1 am
persuaded that he has done, to spend my life in searching for wisdom, and in examining myself
and others. That would indeed be a very strange thing: and then certainly I might with justice be
brought te trial for not believing in the gods: for I should be disobeying the oracle, and fearing
death, and thinking myself wise, when I was not wise. For to fear death, my friends, is only to
think ourselves wise, without being wise: for it is to think that we know what we do not know. For

anything that men can teil, death may be the greatest good that can happen to them: but they
fear it as if they knew quite well that it was the greatest of evils. And what is this but that
shameful ignorance of thinking that we know what we do not know? In this matter too, my friends,
perhaps I am different from the mass of mankind: and if I were to claim to be at ali wiser than
others, it would be because I do not think that T have any clear knowledge about the other world,
when, in fact, I have none. But I do know very well that it is evil and base to do wrong, and to
disobey my superior, whether he be man or god. And I will never do what I know to be evil, and
shrink in fear from what, for all that I can tell, may be a good. And so, even if you acquit me
now, and do not listen to Anytus’ argument that, if I am to be acquitted, I ought never to have
been brought to trial at all; and that, as it is, you are bound to put me to death, because, as he
said, if I escape, all your children will forthwith be utterly corrupted by practising what Socrates
teaches; if you were therefore to say to me, “Socrates, this time we will not listen to Anytus: we
will let you go; but on this condition, that you cease from carrying on this search of yours, and
from philosophy; if you are found follewing those pursuits again, you shall die™; I say, if you
offered to let me go on these terms, I should reply:—Athenians, 1 hold you in the highest regard
and love; but I will obey God rather than you: and as long as I have breath and strength I will
not cease from philosophy, and from exhorting you, and declaring the truth to every one of you
whom I meet, saying, as I am wont: “My excellent friend, you are a citizen of Athens, a city
which is very great and very famous for wisdom and power of mind; are you not ashamed of caring
so much for the making of money, and for reputation, and for honor? Will you not think or care
about wisdom, and truth, and the perfection of your soul?” And if he disputes my words, and says
that he does care about these things, I shall not forthwith release him and go away: I shall guestion
him and cross-examine him and test him: and if T think that he has not virtue, though he says
that he has, I shall reproach him for setting the lower value on the most important things, and
a higher value on those that are of less account. This I shall do to every one whom I meet, young
or old, citizen or stranger: but more especially to the citizens, for they are more nearly akin to me.
For, know well, God has commanded me to do so. And I think that no better piece of fortune has
ever befallen you in Athens than my service to God. For I spend my whole life in going about and
persuading you all to give your first and chiefest care to the perfection of your souls, and not till
you have done that to think of your bodies, or your wealth; and telling you that virtue does not
come from wealth, but that wealth, and every other good thing which men have, whether in public,
or in private, comes from virtue. If then I corrupt the youth by this teaching, the mischief is great:
but if any man says that I teach anything else, he speaks falsely. And therefore, Athenians, [ say,
either listen to Anytus, or do not listen to him: either acquit me, or do not acquit me: but be sure
that I shall not alter my way of life; no, not if I have to die for it many times.

Be sure that if you put me to death, who am what I have told you that I am, you will do
yourselves more harm than me. Meletus and Anytus can do me no harm: that is impossible: for
I am sure that God will not allow a good man to be injured by a bad one. They may indeed kill
me, or drive me into exile, or deprive me of my civil rights; and perhaps Meletus and others think
Fown things great evils. But I do not think so: I think that it is a much greater evil to do what he
is doing now, and to try to put a man to death unjustly.

So Meletus proposes death as the penalty. Be it so. And what counter-penalty shall I propose
to you, Athenians?



) Prologue

Perhaps some one will say, “Why cannot you withdraw from Athens, Socrates, and hold your
peace?” It is the most difficult thing in the world to make you ::.anaasa why I cannot .ao that.
If I say that I cannot hold my peace, because that would be to disobey God, you will think that
I am not in earnest and will not believe me. And if I tell you that no better z..:_m can happen to
a man than to converse every day about virtue and the other matters m._uc.: .EE.&._ you have ~.~o.m:d
me conversing and examining myself and others, and that an ::ommEEo& life is .:o.ﬂ worth living,
then you will believe me still less. But that is the truth, my friends, though it is not easy to
convince you of it.

And if we reflect in another way we shall see that we may well hope that death is a good. For
the state of death is one of two things: either the dead man wholly ceases to be, and loses all
sensation; or, according to the common belief, it is a change and a migration of the soul unto
another place. And if death is the absence of all sensation, and like the sleep of one whose slumbers
are unbroken by any dreams, it will be a wonderful gain. For if a man had to select that night in
which he slept so soundly that he did not even see any dreams, and had to compare with it all the
other nights and days of his life, and then had to say how many days and nights in his life he had
spent better and more pleasantly than this night, I think that a private person, nay, even the great
King (of Persia) himself, would find them easy to count, compared with the others. If that is the
nature of death, I for one count it a gain. For then it appears that eternity is nothing more than
a single night. But if death is a journey to another place, and the common belief be true, that
there are all who have died, what good could be greater than this, my judges?Would a journey
not be worth taking, at the end of which, in the other world, we should be relcased from the self-
styled judges who are here and should find the true judges, who are said to sit in judgment below,
such as Minos, and Rhadamanthus, and AEacus, and Triptolemus, and the other demi-gods who
were just in their lives? Or what would you not give to converse with Orpheus and Musaeus and
Hesiod and Homer? I am willing to die many times, if this be true. And for my own part I should
have a wonderful interest in meeting there Palamedes, and Ajax the son of Telamon, and the other
men of old who have died through an unjust judgment, and in comparing my experiences with

" theirs. That I think would be.no small pleasure. And, above all, I could spend my time in examining

those who are there, as I examine men here, and in finding out which of them is wise, and which
of them thinks himself wise, when he is not wise.

And you too, judges, must face death with a good courage, and believe this as a truth, that
no evil can happen to a good man, either in life, or after death. His fortunes are not neglected by
the gods; and what has come to me today has not come by chance. I am persuaded that it was
better for me to die now, and to be released from trouble: and that was the reason why the sign
never turned me back. And so T am hardly angry with my accusers, or with those who have
condemned me to die. Yet it was not with this mind that they accused me and condemned me,
but meaning to do me an injury. So far I may find fault with them.

Yet I have one request to make of them. When my sons grow up, visit them with punishment,
my friends, and vex them in the same way that I have vexed you, if they seem to you to care for
riches, or for any other thing, before virtue: and if they think that they are something, when they
are nothing at all, reproach them, as I have reproached you, for not caring for what they should,
and for thinking that they are great men when in fact they are worthless. And if you will do this,
I myself and my sons will have received our deserts at your hands.

But now the time has come, and we must go hence; I to die, and you to live. Whether life or
death is better is known to God, and to God only.
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