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Trial of Socrates
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I.
Socrates: An Overview of His Life



A.
Born in Athens between 471 B.C. and 469 B.C.



B.
Socrates soon gave up art and “gave himself to what may best be called 



education.”



C.
Deemed for his self that it was his “divine commission” to “convict men 



of ignorance mistaking itself for knowledge.”

D.
Was a member of the senate at one time, but would not compromise his values to be in office.

E.
Died ca. 399 B.C. after being found guilty of corrupting the youth of Athens and not believing in the Greek gods.


II.
Personal Characteristics of Socrates

A. Socrates was short of stature, “thick-necked,” large eyes, and a large flaring nose.

B. Socrates was so incredibly religious that he did nothing without consulting the gods first.

C. He was fair in all things, had incredible self-control, and remarkable endurance.

i. Socrates taught himself that “To want nothing is divine; to want as little as possible is the nearest possible approach to the divine life.”

D. Was a true patriot and had a deep sense of debt to his country.

IV. Works of Socrates

A. Socrates left no writings, and is known only form the writings of:

i. His students, Xenophon and Plato 

ii. References to his military career in Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War.

iii. A caricature of his appears in Aristophanes’ play, The Clouds, in which Socrates is portrayed as if he pretends to father extraordinary views on the world. People laugh at this so-called satire.

iv. Other elements of Socrates’ life are found in the works of Aristotle, Diogenes Laertius, ancient Greek comedies, and in Arabic anecdotal collections.

The Apology 

(By Plato, taken in excerpt from the text book)

E. Setting Up the Story

A. The Apology is the story of the trial of Socrates. Three Athenian men, Meletus, Anytus, and Lycon, have brought charges against Socrates stating that he is corrupting the youth of Athens and that he does not believe in the gods.  The real reason that Socrates is being brought to trial is because he has made some enemies of people who are in “high places.”  Socrates had defied the law by not arresting some naval officers and in the process embarrassed some of Athens’ leading citizens.

B. The Apology is one of the most famous, if not the most famous, trials of all time.

E. The Start of Socrates’ Trial

A. In what I imagine as a crowded Greek coliseum containing all the prominent figures of Greek history including the Senate, important citizens, and a concerned republic, Socrates takes a moment to address his crowd.

B. Socrates tells the people of Athens that his accusers have spoke so persuasively that he himself hardly can recall who he is. The citizens have told to be on their guard and not to be deceived by Socrates’ eloquence.

i. He states outright that his accusers, especially calling out Meletus, are lying.

ii. He states that he hopes whichever side of this argument is correct wins and that whatever happens is the will of the gods.

F. Socrates’ Argument


A. Socrates states at the start of his speech that he has never had anything to do with physical speculations (such as what Meletus has accused him of) or that he has ever taken money for his teachings (he also denies that he is a teacher).

B. Socrates tells the story of his friend Chaerephon who went to the Oracle of Delphi to ask who the wisest man was. The oracle told Chaerephon that no one was wiser than Socrates.

C. Socrates goes about trying to question the oracle by talking to the following groups:

i. First, the Politicians. Socrates said, “When I began to talk with him, I could not help thinking that he was not really wise, although he was thought wise by many, and still wiser by himself; …the consequence was that he hated me…” Socrates continues through the politicians in this manner, making enemies of many as he carried out his search. Of politicians, Socrates said, “I found that the men most in repute were all but the most foolish; and that others less esteemed were really wiser and better.”

ii. Next, Socrates went to the poets. Of them he said, “The poets appeared to me to be much in the same case; and I further observed that upon the strength of their poetry they believed themselves to be the wisest of men in other things in which they were not wise.” Once again, Socrates made more enemies along his road for the quest for the truth.

iii. Lastly, Socrates went to the artisans. Almost pleasantly, he found that, “…they did know many things of which I was ignorant, and in this they certainly were wiser than I was.” Unfortunately, Socrates also found that, “But I observed that even the good artisans fell into the same error as the poets; because they were good workmen they thought that they also knew all sorts of high matters, and this defect in them overshadowed their wisdom.”

D. Socrates drives his point home by saying that his inquisition had lead him to having many enemies, but that he is just trying to state the truth, that only God himself is wise and he is only using Socrates as a name, where he could have used anyone. The reason why Socrates is the wisest is because he knows that his wisdom is worth nothing.

G. Socrates’ Questions and Resolutions

A. Socrates mainly concentrated his questioning on Meletus, whom he made quite a fool of. Their argument played out like this:

i. Socrates states that Meletus is, “…a doer of evil, in that her pretends to be in earnest when he is only in jest, and is so eager to bring men to trial from a pretended zeal and interest about matters in which he really never had the smallest interest.”

ii. He questions Meletus regarding who improves citizens, who knows the laws, and who improves Athens. Meletus basically states that every Athenian improves and elevates the city with the exception of Socrates.

iii. Socrates then questions Meletus on the charges that he is corrupting the youth of Athens. Socrates argues Meletus around in a circle, proving that Meletus is exactly what Socrates said, “…reckless and impudent, and that he has written this indictment in a spirit of mere wantonness and youthful bravado.”

B. After questioning Meletus, Socrates goes on to say that it will do the people of Athens no good to let him because he is obeying God and would rather obey God then the men of Athens. 

C. Socrates wraps up his argument by stating that all of this is out of his control anyway, and God will do what he feels is best for him.

H. The Verdict

A. The first vote is taken, and the result is that Socrates is found guilty 281 votes to 220 votes.

B. Socrates states that he really is not upset only surprised that the vote was so close. He said he expected this outcome. 

C. Socrates knows that the death penalty is proposed, and he had a few things to say about it.

i. He asks what should be done with a man who has never been lazy in his life, who had done his patriotic duty, who has been honest?

ii. It seems that Socrates is almost baiting the judges at this point, but he states that the only reason he is brave is because he is convinced that he never intentionally wronged any one.

iii. Socrates is rather in agreement with the death penalty, as he says he does not want to live in prison and if were sent into exile, he would only be doing the same thing, just in a different city. He says he is too old to go on as if he is some sort of runaway convict and it will do no good anyway.

iv. Socrates then goes on to insult the judges by saying that he would be willing to pay a miniscule fine.

D. The second vote is taken, and the jury decides the death penalty by a vote of 360 to 141.

E. Socrates states that it is rater useless to put him to death, as he most likely would not have lived very much longer anyway, but if death is what is meant for him, then he gladly accepts it.

F. Almost as an afterthought, Socrates tells the judges that no evil can come to a good man, either in life or death. He also asks that when his sons grow up that they be treated and punished in the same manner so that both he and his sons will have received justice at their hands.

G. Socrates leaves us with, “The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways- I to die, and you to live. Which is better God only knows.
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