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         Characters
   

         PHAEDO (Narrator Of The Dialogue)
   

         ECHECRATES OF PHLIUS
         1

         SOCRATES
   

         APOLLODORUS
   

         SIMMIAS
   

         CEBES
   

         CRITO
   

         JAILER
   

      

   


   
      
         
            Scene
   

            The Prison of Socrates
   

         

         The narration takes place in Phlius
   

         Echecrates: Phaedo, were you in the prison with Socrates on the day he drank the poison, or did you hear about it from someone else? [57]

         Phaedo: I was there, Echecrates.

         Echecrates: What did he say in his final hours? How did he die? I would like to find out about it. We heard that he died by drinking poison, but nobody knew anything more than that. No Phliasian ever goes to Athens, and it has been a long time since any Athenian has come to Phlius.

         Phaedo: You did not hear about the trial and the accusations? [58]

         Echecrates: Someone told us about the trial, but we were surprised that even though Socrates had been condemned, he was not executed until much later. What was the reason for that, Phaedo?

         Phaedo: It happened by chance, Echecrates. Just the day before Socrates’ trial began, they crowned the stern of the ship the Athenians send to Delos.

         Echecrates: Which ship?

         Phaedo: The ship in which, the Athenians say, Theseus sailed to Crete — when he took fourteen young people (seven males and seven females) with him and then saved their lives as well as his own. They had vowed to Apollo that if they were saved, they would make an annual pilgrimage to Delos. This custom still continues; so the entire time of the voyage to and from Delos is a holy season. During that period, public executions are forbidden so that the city will remain pure. If the ship is detained by unfavorable winds, the trip may take a long time. As I was saying, the pilgrimage begins when the priest of Apollo crowns the stern of the ship and this happened on the day before the trial. That is why Socrates had to spend time in prison and was not put to death until long after he was sentenced.

         Echecrates: Tell us about his death, Phaedo. What was said and done? Which of his friends were there — or did the authorities forbid them to be present? Did he die alone?

         Phaedo: Not at all. Several — actually quite a few — of his friends were with him.

         Echecrates: Try to give us a complete account of what happened — unless you have something else you must attend to.

         Phaedo: I have plenty of time, so I will try to tell you everything about it. Nothing pleases me more than to remember Socrates — whether I am talking about him myself or listening to someone else speak about him.

         Echecrates: Your listeners feel the same way, Phaedo, so please tell us everything as fully and accurately as you can.

         Phaedo: I felt quite strange being at his side, Echecrates. I could hardly believe that I was present at the death of a close friend and yet did not feel sorry for him! His behavior and his words were so noble and fearless that he appeared to be happy at the end of his life. I felt he was going to Hades by divine providence, and that when he arrived he would do well — if anyone ever does well there. [59] That is why I did not pity him, as would seem natural at such a time, nor did all of us feel the joy we usually experienced whenever we talked about a philosophical topic of such a kind. I felt a strange mixture of both pleasure and pain knowing that Socrates was about to die. Everyone there shared that feeling, sometimes laughing and sometimes crying, especially Apollodorus — you know the sort of person he is.

         Echecrates: Yes I do.

         Phaedo: He was quite overwhelmed. All of us were deeply moved.

         Echecrates: Who else was there?

         Phaedo: Among the native Athenians were Apollodorus, as I mentioned, and Critobulus together with his father Crito — also Hermogenes, Epigenes and Aeschines, Antisthenes. Then there was Ctesippus from the deme of Paeania, and Menexenus, and a few others. I think Plato was ill.

         Echecrates: Were any foreign visitors present?

         Phaedo: Yes. From Thebes, there was Simmias with Cebes, and Phaedondes; and from Megara Euclid and Terpsion.

         Echecrates: How about Aristippus and Cleombrotus?

         Phaedo: No, someone said they were in Aegina.

         Echecrates: Was there anyone else?

         Phaedo: I don’t think so.

         Echecrates: You mentioned a philosophical conversation. What did you talk about?

         Phaedo: I will begin at the beginning and try to report the entire conversation. We were in the habit of meeting early in the morning at the court where the trial had been held. It is not far from the prison. It did not open very early, so we spent the time talking with each other. As soon as the prison doors were open, we went in and generally spent the rest of the day with him. That morning we had agreed to meet earlier than usual, because when we left the prison the day before, we heard that the sacred ship had arrived from Delos. When we got to the prison at the appointed time, the jailer who had always let us in came out and said to wait until he called us. He said: “They are taking off Socrates’ chains and telling him how he will die today.” After a while he returned and told us to go in. [60] When we entered, Socrates had just been released from his chains, and Xanthippe — you know Xanthippe — was sitting next to him holding their small child. When she saw us, she cried out the way women customarily do: “Socrates, this is the last time you will speak with your friends or they with you.”

         Socrates: Crito, somebody should take her home.

         Phaedo: As some of Crito’s attendants led her away, she howled and beat herself. After she left, Socrates, who was sitting on the couch, bent over and began to rub his leg.

         Socrates: What people call pleasure is quite strange, and it is oddly related to pain, which is usually considered to be its opposite. They never come to us at the same time, but if we experience them, we are soon compelled to take the other — as if they were joined together with a single head. I think that if Aesop had noticed this, he would have made up a fable about how the god tried to reconcile their conflict and, unable to do so, fastened their heads together. That is why when one comes, the other tags along. Right now I am feeling pleasure, but it follows the pain in my leg caused by the chain.

         Cebes: Socrates, I am glad you mentioned the name of Aesop. It reminds me of a question several people have posed about your writing of poetry. Just the other day the poet Evenus wanted to know why you, who never before wrote a line of poetry, have been putting Aesop into verse and composing a hymn in honor of Apollo since you have been in prison. He will surely ask again, so if you want me to answer him, please tell me what I should say.

         Socrates: Cebes, tell him the truth. I do not intend to rival him or his poems — I know quite well that would be hard to do. I was trying to grasp the meaning of a certain dream I have had many times in my life and to protect myself from harm. In that dream I have been told that I should follow the Muses. The dream came to me in different forms, but the message was always the same: “Socrates, create and practice the arts.” I used to think that this was intended to encourage me to continue doing what I was doing, just as spectators cheer runners in a race — to practice philosophy, which is the greatest of the arts. [61] But I was not sure about that. The dream might have meant the popular form of poetic creation. Since the festival of the god delayed my death sentence, I thought it would be safer to satisfy my doubts and obey the dream by creating some poetry before departing. So I made a hymn to honor Apollo, the god of the festival, but then I realized that a poet who is really a poet — a creator — should not merely put words together but also tell a story. Since I’m not good at making up stories, I put some available fables of Aesop I knew into verse. Say that to Evenus — and tell him farewell. Also say that if he is wise he will follow me as soon as possible. As you know, the Athenians have commanded that I should go today.

         Simmias: What a message for Evenus, Socrates! I have spent a lot of time with him, and from what I know he will never take such advice unless he is forced to do so.

         Socrates: Why, Simmias? Is Evenus a lover of wisdom?

         Simmias: I think he is.

         Socrates: Then he will take my advice, as will all who seek a philosophical life. But they should not take their own life, since that is forbidden.

         Phaedo: At this point, Socrates removed his legs from the couch and put his feet on the floor. He sat that way throughout the rest of the dialogue.

         Cebes: Socrates, how can you say that it is wrong to take your own life, but that a philosopher should be ready to follow someone who is dying?

         Socrates: Cebes, you and Simmias are students of Philolaus. Has he never talked to you about this?

         Cebes: He never spoke clearly about it.

         Socrates: I can only report what I have heard indirectly, but I am willing to share that. Since I am about to leave this world, it is especially appropriate to think and talk of the nature of the journey I am about to take. What better use is there of the time between now and sunset?

         Cebes: Then tell me, Socrates, why is it wrong to commit suicide? Philolaus said the same thing when he was staying with us in Thebes, and I have heard other people say it as well, but I have never heard anyone explain it properly. [62]

         Socrates: Then listen carefully, Cebes, and you might yet hear an explanation. I suppose you find it odd that this is the only exception to the rule that evil things might sometimes be good. Might not death be better than life in some cases? In cases when death is better than life, it seems strange that we are not allowed to benefit ourselves but must wait for someone else to do it.

         Cebes: [Laughs quietly.] It is strange!

         Socrates: I admit that it seems unreasonable, but perhaps it has some justification. I do not fully understand it, but the great mysteries
         2
       secretly disclose that human beings are in a kind of prison and are forbidden to escape. Cebes, perhaps this makes sense if we think of the gods as our guardians and remember that we belong to them.

         Cebes: Yes, I suppose it does.

         Socrates: Would it not make you angry if something that belongs to you were to kill itself when you had given no indication that you wanted it to die? Would you not be tempted to punish it if you could?

         Cebes: Certainly.

         Socrates: Then it might be reasonable to say that people should not kill themselves unless some god indicates that it is necessary, as in my case.

         Cebes: Yes, Socrates, that seems to make sense. But how can you reconcile the view that we belong to a god who protects us with your claim that a lover of wisdom should be willing to die? It is not reasonable to say that the wisest people should be willing to abandon divine rule, which is clearly the best. Wise people do not think that, when they are free to do so, they can take better care of themselves than the gods can. Perhaps a fool might think that, arguing that it is better to run away from a good master, ignoring the duty to remain as long as possible and unaware that it makes no sense to run away from what is best. A wise person would choose to remain and be guided by someone who is better. Socrates, this is the opposite of what you just said. On this view, the wise person would grieve and the fool would rejoice in facing death. [63]

         Socrates: I am delighted by the way Cebes is always ready to question and challenge an argument! And he is neither quickly nor easily convinced.

         Simmias: In this case, I think he raises a good objection. How could a truly wise person wish to escape from those who are better than they are? Socrates, I suspect that Cebes is referring to you. He thinks that you are too willing to run away from the gods who you admit are good rulers.

         Socrates: Your objection is a fair one. I suppose you think I ought to answer it as if I were in court.

         Simmias: That is exactly what we want.

         Socrates: Then I will try to do a better job of convincing you than I did in defending myself before the judges.

         Simmias and Cebes, I admit that I ought to grieve over death if I were not persuaded that I am going to other gods who are wise and good. I am as certain of this as it is possible to be about such matters. I also hope that I will be with good people who are better than those I leave behind, though I am less sure of that. For this reason I do not feel sad. I hope that something awaits the dead — something far better for good people than for bad ones.

         Simmias: Socrates, do you intend to keep your opinions to yourself and take them with you? Will you not share your thoughts so that we too may participate in a benefit common to all of us? And if you succeed in convincing us, that will also serve as your defense.

         Socrates: I will do my best. But Crito has been trying to get my attention; I should first find out what he wants.

         Crito: Only this, Socrates. The man who will give you the poison asked me to warn you that you should not talk too much. Talking increases body heat, and that interferes with the effect of the poison. People who become overly excited sometimes have to drink it two or three times.

         Socrates: That is his problem. Tell him to prepare two or even three doses if that is what it takes.

         Crito: I was quite sure that is what you would say, but he has been pestering me for some time.

         Socrates: Forget about him. Now, my judges, I will answer you and show that anyone who has lived as a true lover of wisdom has reason to be optimistic when facing death and may hope to receive the greatest good in the other world. [64] Simmias and Cebes, you wonder how this can be. I will try to explain. Other people do not realize that a genuine lover of wisdom is constantly studying death and dying. If that is true, then it would be strange for those who have been preparing for death throughout their lives to be upset when it actually arrives.

         Simmias: [Laughing] I know this is no time for joking, but I cannot help laughing when I imagine what people will say when they hear this! Back home they would say that the philosophical life is really a kind of death, so philosophers deserve to get what they want!

         Socrates: Simmias, they are right in saying that, except the part about understanding. They do not understand how a genuine lover of wisdom desires death, nor the sense in which a philosopher deserves death, nor what kind of death it is. But let’s talk among ourselves and ignore them. Do we believe there is such a thing as death?

         Simmias: Of course.

         Socrates: Is death anything other than the separation of soul and body? When we die, the soul exists by itself apart from the body, and the body exists by itself apart from the soul. Is that what we believe? Or do you think that death is something else?

         Simmias: No, that is what we believe.

         Socrates: Consider carefully whether you agree with me or not, because how you answer this question will throw some light on our subject: Do you believe that lovers of wisdom ought to care about the alleged pleasures such as eating and drinking?

         Simmias: As little as possible, Socrates.

         Socrates: What about sexual pleasure?

         Simmias: Not at all.

         Socrates: Will lovers of wisdom think much about other ways of serving the body, such as buying expensive clothes, footwear, and jewelry? Will they care about them or despise anything more than nature requires? What do you say, Simmias?

         Simmias: I think true lovers of wisdom would despise such things.

         Socrates: Would you say that as far as possible they ignore the body and are concerned primarily with soul?

         Simmias: Yes, I would say that.

         Socrates: This shows, that philosophers, more than other people, try to free the soul from the body.

         Simmias: That’s right. [65]

         Socrates: But the rest of the world thinks that a life without bodily pleasures is not worth living. They would say that a person who does not care about such pleasures might as well be dead.

         Simmias: What you say about them is true, Socrates.

         Socrates: What should we say about seeking wisdom? If the body is invited to join in the search, does it help or get in the way? Do seeing and hearing lead to truth? Or are seeing and hearing always inaccurate, as the poets keep telling us? But if seeing and hearing are vague and imprecise, we cannot trust the other senses, which are surely inferior to them. Do you agree?

         Simmias: I do agree.

         Socrates: When does the soul grasp the truth? It is deceived when it tries to examine anything only by means of the body.

         Simmias: True.

         Socrates: Then if reality is to be displayed at all, it must be in thinking.

         Simmias: Yes.

         Socrates: And would you say that thinking is at its best when it is by itself, not distracted by sights, sounds, pains, or pleasures — when it has as little as possible to do with the body and its activities and is seeking reality?

         Simmias: Yes, I would say that.

         Socrates: When they are thinking, lovers of wisdom have little respect for the body; their soul avoids the body and strives to be alone.

         Simmias: That’s true.

         Socrates: Simmias, please tell me: Is there something we might call justice itself?

         Simmias: Of course there is.

         Socrates: Is there beauty itself and goodness itself?

         Simmias: Definitely.

         Socrates: Have you ever seen such things with your eyes?

         Simmias: Never.

         Socrates: Have you grasped them with any of the other bodily senses? I am also asking about greatness, health, and strength — in other words, about how we reach the essence of anything. Have you observed the true nature of anything with your body alone? Or, on the contrary, do we come closest to knowing when we strive for the essence of what we investigate?

         Simmias: Certainly.

         Socrates: We achieve this best when we approach our task with thought alone — not with sight or by the aid of any other bodily sense that would obstruct thinking [66] — but by penetrating to the thing itself with the light of the mind. We try to eliminate, as far as possible, the eyes, ears, and the rest of the body because they only interfere and hinder the soul from acquiring wisdom. Simmias, is this not the kind of person who is most likely to reach reality?

         Simmias: Socrates, you have expressed a marvelous truth.

         Socrates: All of this leads genuine lovers of wisdom to share with each other something like the following opinion: “We have found a path that takes us straight to the conclusion that as long as we have a body, and reasoning by the soul is mingled with it and fouled by it, our passion for truth will never be satisfied. The body is a source of endless trouble, by its constant need for food and by diseases that disable us and impede our quest for reality. It also fills us with desires, passions, fears, and illusions — all kinds of nonsense. The body makes it impossible for us to have a single serious thought. What is the source of war, battles, and discord — where but from the body and its lusts? War stems from the love of property and money, and we need them for the sake of serving the body. As a result we have no time to pursue philosophy. Even when we find time to pursue an idea, the body introduces disorder, confusion, and fear that prevent us from seeing the truth. It appears that if we intend to acquire pure knowledge, we must release ourselves from the body. The soul itself must see the things themselves. Only then will we be able to acquire what we most desire — wisdom — the object of our love. As the argument shows, that can happen only after death, not while we are still alive. If the soul cannot have pure knowledge while the body accompanies it, we are left with only two alternatives. Either we cannot know at all, or it must happen after death. [67] Only then will the soul exist alone, without the intrusion of the body. As long as we are alive, it seems, we will only come closest to knowing when we have the least possible interest in the body and are not infected by it, purifying ourselves until the god releases us. Then the foolishness of the body will be cleared away. We will be pure and may accompany other pure souls in knowing the truth. For no impure thing is allowed to approach the pure.”

         Simmias, these are the kinds of words that true lovers of wisdom cannot help believing and saying to each other. Do you agree with me about that?

         Simmias: I certainly do, Socrates.

         Socrates: If this is true, my friend, then I can hope that where I am going — there if anywhere — I will obtain what you and I have taken as our primary goal throughout our lives. Now that the time for my departure has been set, I leave with good expectations. This is true not only for me but for all who think that their mind has been purified.

         Simmias: Of course.

         Socrates: What is purification but separating the soul from the body, as we said earlier in this conversation? The soul develops the habit of gathering and collecting itself in every possible way apart from the body, dwelling by itself in this life and in the future, free from the chains of the body.

         Simmias: True.

         Socrates: Then do you agree that what we call death is precisely this separation and release of the soul from the body?

         Simmias: Certainly.

         Socrates: Genuine lovers of wisdom, and they alone, study how to release the soul from the body, and they are eager to reach that goal. Is that not their specialty?

         Simmias: Yes.

         Socrates: As I said in the beginning, it would be ridiculous for someone to learn to live as closely as possible in a state of death and then be angry when it comes.

         Simmias: Of course it would.

         Socrates: Simmias, because true lovers of wisdom have been preparing for death, to them, of all people, death is the least terrible. Look at it this way. They have always been enemies of the body and have been eager only to have the soul, so it would be irrational for them to be frightened and angry rather than rejoicing at their departure to the place where, when they arrive, they hope to leave their enemy behind and to obtain the wisdom they have desired throughout their life. [68] Many people have been willing to go to Hades in the hope of seeing and being with a lover, a spouse, or a beloved child. Why would a genuine lover of wisdom, convinced that it can be obtained only in Hades, be upset by the prospect of death and not be happy to go there? A true philosopher would depart gladly, convinced that there alone it is possible to find pure wisdom. Assuming this is true, it would be absurd to fear death.

         Simmias: It would indeed.

         Socrates: And when you see someone who is angry about having to die, it is a sure sign that this person was not a lover of wisdom but loved the body and probably loved money and honors as well.

         Simmias: That’s true.

         Socrates: Could we also say that lovers of wisdom are likely to possess the quality we call courage?

         Simmias: Definitely.

         Socrates: Consider moderation. Simmias, would you say that the ability to rule over our passions — what most people call self-control — is proper to someone who ignores the body and lives a philosophical life?

         Simmias: I must agree, Socrates.

         Socrates: When you think about courage and moderation in other people, they seem to be out of place.

         Simmias: What do you mean?

         Socrates: You are aware that most people consider death to be something bad.

         Simmias: Of course.

         Socrates: When they are courageous, they choose to die because they are afraid of something even worse.

         Simmias: Yes.

         Socrates: Then everybody except a lover of wisdom is courageous only through fear. But isn’t it strange to say that someone is brave only because of fear — in other words, because of cowardice?

         Simmias: That’s right.

         Socrates: Would they not be moderate for the same reason? They control themselves because they lack self-control. That seems to be a contradiction, but when you think about it that is how it is with this kind of restraint. They are afraid of losing certain pleasures they crave, so they abstain from one kind of pleasure because they are dominated by another kind. Being immoderate means to be ruled by pleasures. But such people rule over some pleasures only because other pleasures rule them. [69] That is what I mean when I say that they become moderate by being immoderate.

         Simmias: That makes sense.

         Socrates: Simmias, my friend, exchanging one fear or one pleasure or one pain for another fear or pleasure or pain — treating them like coins — does not seem to be the appropriate way to purchase goodness. There is only one true currency for such exchange, and that is thinking. In exchange for it alone can genuine courage, moderation, and justice be bought and sold. Only when we think can we have true goodness, regardless of whether fears or pleasures or anything else that is good or bad is present or absent. Goodness that is made up of these goods, when they are severed from thinking and exchanged with each other, is really only a shadow of goodness — slavish, sick, and false. In the true exchange, thinking, moderation, and justice, which are a kind of catharsis, purify these evils. Long ago the founders of the sacred mysteries were quite serious when they spoke in riddles, indicating that those who enter Hades unsanctified and uninitiated will wallow in the muck, whereas those who have been initiated and purified will dwell with the gods. [In the worlds of a poet:]

         
            
               
                  “Many are the thyrsus-bearers, but the priests of Bacchus few.”
   

               

            

         

         I think that the “priests of Bacchus” are those who have genuinely sought wisdom. Throughout my life and to the best of my ability, I have eagerly sought to become one of them. Whether I have searched in the right way and succeeded in my quest, I will soon know when I arrive there — if the god wishes.
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