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            Socrates’ defense at his trial
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         Socrates, Meletus
   

         Socrates: Men of Athens, I don’t know how you felt as you listened to my accusers, [17] but they spoke so persuasively that they almost made me forget who I am. But not much of what they said is true. Among their many lies, one especially amazed me. I mean when they told you to be on your guard so that you are not deceived by the power of my eloquence. That they were not ashamed of saying this seemed to me most shameless of them, since they were sure to be refuted as soon as I opened my mouth and displayed my lack of eloquence—unless by “eloquence” they mean the power of speaking the truth. If that is what they mean, then I admit I’m an eloquent speaker. My way differs from theirs, because, as I just said, they spoke hardly a word that’s true. You’ll hear the whole truth from me, but not delivered in their way, not in an oration nicely decorated with prepared words and phrases. On the contrary, I’ll use the words and arguments that occur to me at the moment. At my age, Athenians, it’s not right for me to appear before you in the guise of a youthful orator. Nobody should expect me to do that. And I ask that you grant me one favor. If you hear me using the same words in my defense that you’ve heard me use in the Agora, at the money-changers’ tables, or anywhere else, I ask you not to be surprised at this and that you not interrupt me. I’m more than seventy years old, and this is the first time I’ve ever appeared in a law court. I’m a stranger to the ways of this place. [18] Therefore, please treat me as you would a foreigner, someone you would excuse for speaking with an accent and in my own dialect. I don’t think that’s an unfair request. Please ignore my way of speaking, whatever its value, and think only of the justice of my cause. Pay attention to that. Let the just decide fairly and the speaker speak truly.

         First I have to reply to some older charges, to those who first accused me, and then I’ll respond to the more recent ones. Many people have accused me, some of them a long time ago, and their false charges have continued over the years. I fear them more than Anytus
         i
       and his associates, though they, too, are dangerous in their own way. But those who began when you were children, filling your minds with lies, are far more dangerous. They tell stories about a man named Socrates, a wise man who speculates about the heavens above and inquires about the earth below. He makes the worse cause appear to be the better one. I dread these accusers, because when they circulate this rumor, those who hear them are likely to suppose that people who inquire don’t believe in the gods. The many charges against me go back to the time when you were young and impressionable. The case was lost by default, because nobody was around to defend me. Worst of all, I can’t even tell you their names, with the possible exception of a comic poet.
         ii
       The majority of these people have approached you out of envy and spite. Some of them have been persuaded and then persuaded others. It’s extremely difficult to deal with all of them, because I can’t bring them here and examine them. All I can do to defend myself is fight with shadows and ask questions with nobody to answer them. So, let’s assume that my opponents are of two kinds, one recent and the other ancient. I hope you understand why it’s appropriate for me to answer the ancient ones first: You have heard these accusations earlier and much more often than the others. [19]

         Now I’ll defend myself and, in the little time I have, try to dispel the bad opinion of me you have held for so long. And if it’s best for both you and me, I hope I’ll succeed and that my words will persuade you. I know that won’t be easy, and I have no illusions about the nature of the task. Let things happen according to divine will. I make my defense in obedience to the law.

         I’ll begin at the beginning and consider the accusation that led to the lies that encouraged Meletus to bring charges against me. What do the slanderers say? Let them be my prosecutors. I’ll summarize their position in the indictment: “Socrates is dangerous because of his excessive curiosity; he investigates things under the earth and in the heavens; he makes the worse appear to be the better cause; and he teaches these things to others.” That’s the nature of the accusation, and it’s what you saw for yourself in the comedy by Aristophanes. He introduced a man whom he calls Socrates who goes around saying that he can walk on air and who spouts a lot of nonsense about things that I don’t pretend to know at all. I don’t mean to speak against anyone who studies such things and is wise about them. I’d regret having Meletus add that to the charges against me. Men of Athens, the simple truth is that I have nothing to do with these studies. Many of you who are present can attest to this; I appeal to you. Those of you who have heard me speak, please tell your neighbors whether I have ever lectured even briefly on matters of this sort. You’ll hear their answer. From their response you can infer the truth of the rest of what they say about me.

         Nor are the stories true that I’m a teacher or that I get paid for teaching. But I do respect anyone who really is able to teach. Gorgias of Leontini, Prodicus of Ceos, and Hippias of Elis 
         iii
      travel around to cities and are able to persuade young men to join them and ignore their fellow citizens who would teach them for nothing. Not only do they pay them, they thank them for the privilege. [20] I’ve even heard that there is a sophist from Paros who currently lives in Athens. I learned about him when I met a man named Callias, the son of Hipponicus, who has spent a fortune on sophists. I asked him the following question: “Callias,” I said, “if your two sons were colts or calves, you would have no problem finding someone to look after them; you would hire a horse trainer or a farmer to develop and perfect their natural qualities. But they are human beings. Whom will you select to educate them? Is there anyone who understands the proper qualities for human beings and for citizens? You must have thought about this, because you have sons. Is there any such teacher?” “There is,” he said. I asked: “Who is he? Where does he come from? And what does he charge?” He replied: “Evenus from Paros; he charges five minae.” I said to myself: Evenus is a happy man if he really has this art and charges so little for teaching it. If I had such knowledge, I would be proud and conceited. Athenians, the truth is that I have no such knowledge.”

         I suppose someone will ask: “Why is this, Socrates? What’s the source of these accusations? You must have been doing something strange to gain such notoriety. Such talk about you would never have occurred if you were a normal person. So, tell us why this is; we don’t want to judge you unjustly.” That’s a fair request, so I’ll try to explain why I’ve acquired such a bad reputation. Please listen carefully. Some of you may think that I’m joking, but I swear that I’m telling the truth. Men of Athens, my reputation comes from a certain kind of wisdom. What kind of wisdom? The kind that human beings can acquire. And it’s possible that I am wise in that way. The men I was just talking about evidently have a superhuman wisdom, which I can’t describe, because I don’t have it. Anyone who attributes such wisdom to me is lying in order to slander me. Men of Athens, I beg you not to interrupt me, even if I seem to be bragging. What I’m about to say doesn’t come from me but from a witness who is worthy of respect, one who will tell you about my wisdom— whether I have any and what kind it is. That witness is the god at Delphi. [21]

         I think you know Chaerephon. He was an old friend of mine and also a friend of yours. He went into exile with you and returned with you when democracy was restored. As you know, Chaerephon was audacious in everything he did. One day he went to Delphi and boldly asked the oracle to tell him whether—please don’t interrupt me—he asked the oracle to tell him whether there is anyone wiser than Socrates. The Pythian prophetess answered that no human is wiser. Chaerephon himself is dead, but his brother is here in court; he’ll confirm this story.

         Why do I tell such a story? Because I’m trying to explain why I have such a bad reputation. When I heard this answer, I asked myself: What can the god mean? How should we interpret this riddle? I don’t think that I’m wise, so what can he mean when he says that I’m the wisest? But he is a god, and it’s against his nature to lie. I thought about this a long time. Eventually I came up with a way to investigate his claim. I realized that if I could find someone wiser than myself, I could show that person to the god and refute him that way. I would say: “You claimed that I’m the wisest, but here’s a person who is wiser than I am.” So, I selected someone with a reputation for wisdom, a politician—I won’t mention his name. Here’s what happened. When I questioned him I found that he wasn’t really wise. But many people, especially himself, considered him to be wise. So, I tried to explain to him that even though he thought himself to be wise, he really was not. The result was that he hated me, a feeling shared by several who were present and heard our conversation. As I went away, I said to myself: “Well, I don’t suppose that either of us knows anything perfectly beautiful and good, but I’m better off than he is. He knows nothing, but he pretends that he does. I have a slight advantage over him, because I don’t pretend to know what I don’t know.”
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