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The Trial and Death of Socrates
Content:  In this course we will be reading the eight Platonic dialogues explicitly connected to the events surrounding Socrates’ trial and death.  For some of the relevant background we will begin by reading the comedy by the only one of Socrates’ old accusers the philosopher knew by name.  The course will concentrate, therefore, on the conflict between philosophy and politics.  Why is there such a conflict?  Are all sorts of philosophy equally suspicious from a political point of view?  Are all political regimes equally antagonistic to politics?  Does philosophy benefit politics, as Socrates claims?  How do political concerns affect or even enhance philosophy?

Schedule of Readings and Classes
W-A-25—Introduction

Reading:  Aristophanes, Clouds (entire, if possible)

Discuss:  The characters, family relations, setting, conditions in Athens, character of Socrates’ school and teaching, as depicted before Strepsiades is dismissed and Pheidippides agrees to go instead.

M-A-30—Clouds (cont.)


Reading:  Clouds to the end.


Discuss:  The significance of the debate between the just and the unjust logos, what

Pheidippides learns, what he does and why.  What Aristophanes means to say about   Socrates, poetry, politics and philosophy.

W-S-1—Theaetetus-1

Reading:  Theaetetus 142a-155e  
Discuss:  What do we learn from the prologue about Theaetetus?  Socrates’ influence?  Plato’s writing?  What is the role of Theodorus?  Why does Socrates take up the question

of knowledge with a mathematician?  More specifically, a geometrician?  What’s wrong with Theaetetus’ first definition of knowledge?  What does Socrates’ description of himself as a “midwife” tell us about the distinctive kind of philosophy he practices?  Isn’t it
strange for a mathematician to take his understanding of knowledge from a self-declared sophist?

M-S-6
Theaetetus-2


Read:  Theaetetus 156a-172c

Discuss:  What is wrong with Theaetetus’ second definition of knowledge as perception?

What is the basis of or reason for such a definition?  Does it make a difference that Protagoras is a sophist?  Is Socrates’ explication of Protagoras’ saying accurate and

fair?  How is Protagoras’ understanding of things like and unlike modern accounts of matter in motion?  Why is Theodorus so reluctant to enter the conversation?  Why does Socrates insist on his doing so?  Is Socrates’ criticism of Protagoras unfair?
W-S-8
Theaetetus-3


Read:  Theaetetus 172c-186e
Discuss:  What does the “digression” tell us about Socratic philosophy?  About the relation of philosophy to politics?  Is Socrates’ description of the philosopher in the

digression consistent?  Is it a description of Theodorus’ understanding of himself and

his relation to politics more than of Socrates’ own activity?  How does the “digression” further the argument?  How does it lead to the refutation of Heraclitus?

Why does Socrates first suggest that they will address the Parmenidean alternative

but then refuse to do so?  How does Socrates finally refute Protagoras?

M-S-13  Theaetetus-4


Read:  Theaetetus 186e-201c

Discuss:  Why does Theaetetus suggest that knowledge consists of truth opinion?  How

is this understanding of knowledge related to his first list of subject matters and his second suggestion that knowledge consists in perception?  Why does Socrates divert the

discussion to the question of false opinion?  What do his failed attempts to explain false
opinion actually show?

W-S-15
Theatetus--5


Read:  Theaetetus 201c-210d
Discuss:  Theaetetus’ last attempt to define knowledge sounds a great deal like statements Socrates himself makes on other occasions.  What is wrong with

defining knowledge as true opinion with an account (logos)?  What is the point of Socrates’ insisting, as he does here as well as later in his Apology that he knows only that he does not know the most important things?  What do we make of his concluding statement about the effect he expects the conversation to have on Theaetetus.  Does the prologue confirm Socrates’ predictions?  Why does Plato present this conversation as the first step toward Socrates’ trial and/or defense?  To what extent does the conversation related in the Theaetetus support the indictment of Socrates?  To what extent is Plato defending his teacher from those charges in the Theaetetus?

M-S-20
Euthyphro—1


Read:  Euthyphro (entire)

Discuss:  How and why does Plato show this conversation following that related in the Theaetetus?  What kind of knowledge claim does Euthyphro raise?  Why does he initially

see himself as closely related to Socrates?  What do we make of Socrates’ stated desire

to study with (and thereby to shift responsibility for his knowledge or ignorance of the gods) to Euthyphro?  What is Socrates’ critique of Euthyphro’s understanding of piety?

W-S-22  Euthyphro—2

Discuss:  What do we learn about piety in general and Socrates’ piety in particular from this dialogue?  How is what we see in this conversation related to the indictment of

Socrates for not believing in the gods of the city, but introducing new gods, and corrupting the young?  How does what Plato shows in the Euthyphro respond to what

Aristophanes shows in the Clouds?  About Socrates’ piety?  About Socrates’ effect on the relations between fathers and sons?
M-S-27
Cratylus-1


Read:  Cratylus 383a-413d

Discuss:  Hermogenes is one of the close associates of Socrates said in the Phaedo to have been present at his death.  What do we learn about Hermogenes from the beginning of the Cratylus?  How is the controversy about the meaning or truth of

“names” (or words, onomata) related to the question of knowledge?  Socrates’

disputes with the poets and sophists?  To his earlier discussion with Euthyphro?

W-S-29
Cratylus-2


Read:  Cratylus 413e-440e

Discuss:  How are we to understand Socrates’ “inspired” speeches?  Why isn’t Socrates willing to admit that names are merely conventional?  What is at stake in the status of

names?  How does Socrates refute—or does he refute—Cratylus’ claim that the person

who knows the true names of things knows what they truly are?  What is the relation of

the question of naming to the Heraclitean understanding of the world in flux?  How is
Socrates’ discussion of names and naming related to the question of piety raised in

the Euthyphro?  To the question of who is a sophist raised in the following dialogue?

M-O-4
Sophist-1


Read:  Sophist 216a-231e

Discuss:  Why does Theodorus bring the Eleatic Stranger to take part in their renewed conversation?  How is the Eleatic’s approach like or unlike Socrates?  What do Socrates’

references to a refuting god signify?  Why does he raise the question he does about the

sophist, statesman and philosopher?  Why does the Stranger begin with the sophist?

What do we learn from his definition of the angler?  How, if at all do the first five definitions of the sophist they discuss go together?  What do we make of the resemblance between the “purifier” and Socrates?

W-O-6
Sophist-2


Read:  Sophist 232a-241e

Discuss:  Both Socrates and the Stranger agree that someone who claims to know everything must be a sophist.  How is this claim to know everything related to the reason most people are interested in sophists, i.e., as Theaetetus points out (232d), their ability to speak about political things?  What is the problem with the sophist’s apparent ability to make images in speech?  How is the Stranger’s critique of the sophist here like or unlike Socrates’ critique of the poets in Republic 10?  Why does the sophist’s ability to create an image lead them to the question of “what is not”?  How does the Stranger’s discussion of the problem of false opinion compare to Socrates’ discussion in the Theaetetus?

M-O-11
Sophist 3


Read:  Sophist  242a-260a

Discuss:  The Stranger asks Theaetetus not to regard him as a “parricide” of his philosophical father, Parmenides.  Is he?  Why is this “digression” into the question of non-being necessary?  How does the Stranger’s teaching about the ideas compare to Socrates’ (e.g., in the Republic or Phaedo)?  What is the “upshot” or result?

W-O-13  Sophist 4


Read:  Sophist 260b-268b

Discuss:  Is Socrates a sophist as the Stranger finally defines a sophist?  How would/does Socrates define sophistry differently?  What is/are the difference(s)

between Socrates and the Stranger?  How or why does Plato use these two different 
philosophical spokesmen?  How does the Stranger’s account of logos compare to Socrates’ account in the Theaetetus?  Do Socrates and the Stranger have the same understanding of philosophy?  Of dialectics?
Midterm break
M-O-25
Statesman—1

Read:  Statesman 257a-267c
Discuss:  How is Socrates’ correction of Theodorus linked to the themes of these dialogues?  What is the significance of Socrates’ relation to Theaetetus and Young Socrates?  How is the first diaresis like and unlike the diareses in the Sophist.  Why does the Stranger disagree with Aristotle about the identity of statesmen, kings and stewards?

How and why does he correct Young Socrates with regard to the character of the human animals for whom the statesman cares?

W-O-27  Statesman—2


Read:  Statesman 267d-277a

Discuss:  Why do they have so much difficulty identifying the statesman’s art?  Why are

there competitors?  Do the Stranger’s peculiar definitions of the statesman or human beings have support in fact?  Why does the Stranger tell the myth?  What view of the cosmos does he provide?  How does it solve the problem they have experienced in

defining the statesman?  How would we characterize the view of nature or the cosmos it contains?

M-N-1
Statesman—3


Read:  Statesman 277b-287a
Discuss:  What is a paradigm?  Why does the Stranger think it is necessary to use paradigms?  Why does he introduce the paradigm of learning letters before he suggests weaving as a paradigm of the statesman’s art?  What do we learn about the art of the statesman from weaving?  Why does the Stranger introduce the two kinds of measure?

Does the Stranger’s statement that they are defining the statesman for the sake of learning dialectics mean that he has not real interest in politics?  

W-N-3  Statesman—4


Read:  Statesman 287b-301e

Discuss:  What does the Stranger’s need to stop dividing things down the middle and to separate them instead “at the joints” tell us about his method and/or its application to politics?  Why can’t he divide things down the middle any longer?  Is his claim that all actual rulers are sophists consonant with the definition of sophist he gave in the Sophist?  Compare and contrast the Stranger’s descriptions of the different kinds of regimes with Aristotle.  Why does the rule of law always fall short of knowledge and the best?  Why then is the rule of law generally the best possible?  Why is there necessarily antagonism between someone who seeks political knowledge and the law? Why is the political art different from all other arts?  (Cf. Aristotle Politics, discussion of Hippodamus.)  Is the Stranger’s understanding of the tension between philosophy and politics (or the many) the same as Socrates?
M-N-8
Statesman—5


Read:  Statesman 301e-311e

Discuss:  Why is the city something strong by nature?  Has the Stranger made an argument in favor of democracy, as Charles Griswold claims?  What is the statesman’s art?  Would the rule of a statesman, as defined by the Stranger, be more, less or equally objectionable than the rule of Socrates’ philosopher kings?  Is the Stranger’s statesman 

a philosopher?  Does the dialogue represent an argument for the rule of law?
W-N-10   Apology of Socrates

Read:  Apology 17a-35d

Discuss:  Does Socrates tell the truth, as he initially claims?  Who are his old accusers?  How do they and their accusations differ from his new accusers?  How does Socrates respond to Aristophanes?  What is Socrates’ account of his reaction to the saying of the Delphic oracle supposed to prove?  When and why does he have to ask his audience to be quiet?  Is Socrates’ defense convincing?  Was he trying to provoke the jury to convict him, as Xenophon suggests?  How are Socrates’ deeds related to his speeches?
M-N-15
Apology—2


Read:  Apology 35e-42a

Discuss:  Why does Socrates refuse to propose exile?  Can his Apology as a whole be read as an accusation of Athens?  Was he trying to create his own posthumous reputation?  Was he and did he prove that philosophy is not dangerous to political order?  In what way(s) does Socrates suggest that the philosopher can benefit his fellow citizens?  How are to understand his story of life in Hades in light of his criticism

of Homer in the Republic?
W-N-17
Crito—1


Read:  Crito 43a-50a

Discuss:  Why doesn’t Crito wake Socrates?  What is the significance of Socrates’ dream?  Why does Crito think that Socrates should escape?  What does Crito’s reaction to Socrates’ deeds and speeches tell us about Socrates’ effects on his companions?  What are the arguments Socrates opposes to Crito’s advice?  Are they good arguments?

M-N-22
Crito—2


Read:  Crito 54e

Discuss:  What arguments do the “laws” give in support of Socrates’ obligation to stay and accept his punishment?  Are these good arguments?  Are they consistent with the agreements Socrates and Crito have come to in the past?  How are they like or unlike later social contract theory?  Are the Apology and the Crito contradictory with regard to

the philosopher’s obligation to obey the law?  Is Socrates a model of a law-abiding citizen?  Or, is the trial and conviction of Socrates an example of the unwillingness of the city to allow questioning and experimentation (and thus progress) of the kind the Stranger pointed out?

W-N-24  Phaedo—1


Read:  Phaedo 57a-72e

Discuss:  Who are Phaedo and Echerates?  What is the significance of the setting?  How is Socrates’ initial emphasis on the connection between pleasure and pain related to the discussion that follows?  Has Socrates had a “deathbed” conversion to music?  What do we make of Plato’s presence at Socrates’ defense but absence here?  How is Socrates’

private “apology” to his friends related to his public apology?  Is Socrates acting impiously, but like a philosopher in seeking death?  How good is his first argument for the immortality of the soul?

M-N29   Phaedo—2

Read:  Phaedo 73a-84b

Discuss:  What is the basis of Socrates’ so-called “theory of recollection”?  Is it the same here as in the Meno?  Are the “ideas” mentioned here the same as those mentioned in the Republic?  In the Sophist?  Why isn’t the theory of recollection sufficient to persuade Cebes and Simmias that the soul is immortal?  What does he or what do they mean by the soul?  How is the account Socrates gives of the fate of souls after death here related to the myth of Er at the end of the Republic?
W-D-1   Phaedo—3


Read:  Phaedo 84c-101e

Discuss:  Why does the narrator break into the story at this point?  Why does the question change from the need to conquer the fear of death to the need to avoid misology?  How does Socrates disprove the notion that the soul constitutes a kind

of order or harmony?  Why does he tell his autobiography here?  What do we learn

about Socratic philosophy from it?

M-D-6   Phaedo—4

Read:  Phaedo 102a-118a


Discuss:  Why do the narrators break in again?  What do we learn about the ideas?


Why does Socrates tell yet another story about the afterworld?  How does it relate


to the stories he has told in the Apology and the Republic (and the Gorgias, if you wish)?


Are Socrates’ actions better and/or more important than his arguments?  Why does he

have Crito carry out his last wishes?  Why does Plato record the jailer’s reaction?  Why do you think Socrates says they owe a cock to Asclepius?  Has Plato shown that Socrates was “the best, the wisest (phronimototou), and most just man of his time?

W-D-8  Conclusion:  On the Character of Socratic Philosophy and Its Relation to Politics

Requirements:  Students taking the course for credit will be required to give an in-class presentation on some of the secondary literature on one or more of the dialogues we are reading.  They will also be expected to take part actively in class discussion and, finally, to write a seminar paper of approximately 25-30 pages, double-spaced.  A list of some of the relevant secondary literature is appended.  Specific assignments for class presentations will be arranged.  Students should consult with the instructor about the topic of their final paper.

Evaluation:  The grade a student receives in the course will be determined in the following manner:  class presentation—25%, participation—25%, final paper—50%.
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