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UNIT I: BEGINNINGS

The Value of Philosophy
By Bertrand Russell

From The Problems of Philosophy
Henry Holt and Company/Williams and Norgate (New York/London 1912)

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/RusProb.html

[W]hat is the value of philosophy and why it ought to be studied. It is the more 
necessary to consider this question, in view of the fact that many men, under the influence 
of science or of practical affairs, are inclined to doubt whether philosophy is anything better 
than innocent but useless trifling, hair-splitting distinctions, and controversies on matters 
concerning which knowledge is impossible. 

This view of philosophy appears to result, partly from a wrong conception of the 
ends of life, partly from a wrong conception of the kind of goods which philosophy strives to 
achieve. Physical science, through the medium of inventions, is useful to innumerable 
people who are wholly ignorant of it; thus the study of physical science is to be 
recommended, not only, or primarily, because of the effect on the student, but rather 
because of the effect on mankind in general. Thus utility does not belong to philosophy. If 
the study of philosophy has any value at all for others than students of philosophy, it must 
be only indirectly, through its effects upon the lives of those who study it. It is in these 
effects, therefore, if anywhere, that the value of philosophy must be primarily sought. 

But further, if we are not to fail in our endeavour to determine the value of 
philosophy, we must first free our minds from the prejudices of what are wrongly called 
'practical' men. The 'practical' man, as this word is often used, is one who recognizes only 
material needs, who realizes that men must have food for the body, but is oblivious of the 
necessity of providing food for the mind. If all men were well off, if poverty and disease had 
been reduced to their lowest possible point, there would still remain much to be done to 
produce a valuable society; and even in the existing world the goods of the mind are at least 
as important as the goods of the body. It is exclusively among the goods of the mind that the 
value of philosophy is to be found; and only those who are not indifferent to these goods 
can be persuaded that the study of philosophy is not a waste of time. 

Philosophy, like all other studies, aims primarily at knowledge. The knowledge it 
aims at is the kind of knowledge which gives unity and system to the body of the sciences, 
and the kind which results from a critical examination of the grounds of our convictions, 
prejudices, and beliefs. But it cannot be maintained that philosophy has had any very great 
measure of success in its attempts to provide definite answers to its questions. If you ask a 
mathematician, a mineralogist, a historian, or any other man of learning, what definite body 
of truths has been ascertained by his science, his answer will last as long as you are willing 
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to listen. But if you put the same question to a philosopher, he will, if he is candid, have to 
confess that his study has not achieved positive results such as have been achieved by other 
sciences. It is true that this is partly accounted for by the fact that, as soon as definite 
knowledge concerning any subject becomes possible, this subject ceases to be called 
philosophy, and becomes a separate science. The whole study of the heavens, which now 
belongs to astronomy, was once included in philosophy; Newton's great work was called 
'the mathematical principles of natural philosophy'. Similarly, the study of the human mind, 
which was a part of philosophy, has now been separated from philosophy and has become 
the science of psychology. Thus, to a great extent, the uncertainty of philosophy is more 
apparent than real: those questions which are already capable of definite answers are placed 
in the sciences, while those only to which, at present, no definite answer can be given, 
remain to form the residue which is called philosophy. 

This is, however, only a part of the truth concerning the uncertainty of philosophy. 
There are many questions -- and among them those that are of the profoundest interest to 
our spiritual life -- which, so far as we can see, must remain insoluble to the human intellect 
unless its powers become of quite a different order from what they are now. Has the 
universe any unity of plan or purpose, or is it a fortuitous concourse of atoms? Is 
consciousness a permanent part of the universe, giving hope of indefinite growth in wisdom, 
or is it a transitory accident on a small planet on which life must ultimately become 
impossible? Are good and evil of importance to the universe or only to man? Such questions 
are asked by philosophy, and variously answered by various philosophers. But it would 
seem that, whether answers be otherwise discoverable or not, the answers suggested by 
philosophy are none of them demonstrably true. Yet, however slight may be the hope of 
discovering an answer, it is part of the business of philosophy to continue the consideration 
of such questions, to make us aware of their importance, to examine all the approaches to 
them, and to keep alive that speculative interest in the universe which is apt to be killed by 
confining ourselves to definitely ascertainable knowledge. 

Many philosophers, it is true, have held that philosophy could establish the truth of 
certain answers to such fundamental questions. They have supposed that what is of most 
importance in religious beliefs could be proved by strict demonstration to be true. In order to 
judge of such attempts, it is necessary to take a survey of human knowledge, and to form an 
opinion as to its methods and its limitations. On such a subject it would be unwise to 
pronounce dogmatically; but if the investigations of our previous chapters have not led us 
astray, we shall be compelled to renounce the hope of finding philosophical proofs of 
religious beliefs. We cannot, therefore, include as part of the value of philosophy any 
definite set of answers to such questions. Hence, once more, the value of philosophy must 
not depend upon any supposed body of definitely ascertainable knowledge to be acquired by 
those who study it. 

The value of philosophy is, in fact, to be sought largely in its very uncertainty. The 
man who has no tincture of philosophy goes through life imprisoned in the prejudices 
derived from common sense, from the habitual beliefs of his age or his nation, and from 
convictions which have grown up in his mind without the co-operation or consent of his 
deliberate reason. To such a man the world tends to become definite, finite, obvious; 
common objects rouse no questions, and unfamiliar possibilities are contemptuously 
rejected. As soon as we begin to philosophize, on the contrary, we find, as we saw in our 
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opening chapters, that even the most everyday things lead to problems to which only very 
incomplete answers can be given. Philosophy, though unable to tell us with certainty what is 
the true answer to the doubts which it raises, is able to suggest many possibilities which 
enlarge our thoughts and free them from the tyranny of custom. Thus, while diminishing 
our feeling of certainty as to what things are, it greatly increases our knowledge as to what 
they may be; it removes the somewhat arrogant dogmatism of those who have never 
travelled into the region of liberating doubt, and it keeps alive our sense of wonder by 
showing familiar things in an unfamiliar aspect. 

Apart from its utility in showing unsuspected possibilities, philosophy has a value -- 
perhaps its chief value -- through the greatness of the objects which it contemplates, and the 
freedom from narrow and personal aims resulting from this contemplation. The life of the 
instinctive man is shut up within the circle of his private interests: family and friends may be 
included, but the outer world is not regarded except as it may help or hinder what comes 
within the circle of instinctive wishes. In such a life there is something feverish and 
confined, in comparison with which the philosophic life is calm and free. The private world 
of instinctive interests is a small one, set in the midst of a great and powerful world which 
must, sooner or later, lay our private world in ruins. Unless we can so enlarge our interests 
as to include the whole outer world, we remain like a garrison in a beleagured fortress, 
knowing that the enemy prevents escape and that ultimate surrender is inevitable. In such a 
life there is no peace, but a constant strife between the insistence of desire and the 
powerlessness of will. In one way or another, if our life is to be great and free, we must 
escape this prison and this strife. 

One way of escape is by philosophic contemplation. Philosophic contemplation does 
not, in its widest survey, divide the universe into two hostile camps -- friends and foes, 
helpful and hostile, good and bad -- it views the whole impartially. Philosophic 
contemplation, when it is unalloyed, does not aim at proving that the rest of the universe is 
akin to man. All acquisition of knowledge is an enlargement of the Self, but this 
enlargement is best attained when it is not directly sought. It is obtained when the desire for 
knowledge is alone operative, by a study which does not wish in advance that its objects 
should have this or that character, but adapts the Self to the characters which it finds in its 
objects. This enlargement of Self is not obtained when, taking the Self as it is, we try to 
show that the world is so similar to this Self that knowledge of it is possible without any 
admission of what seems alien. The desire to prove this is a form of self-assertion and, like 
all self-assertion, it is an obstacle to the growth of Self which it desires, and of which the Self 
knows that it is capable. Self-assertion, in philosophic speculation as elsewhere, views the 
world as a means to its own ends; thus it makes the world of less account than Self, and the 
Self sets bounds to the greatness of its goods. In contemplation, on the contrary, we start 
from the not-Self, and through its greatness the boundaries of Self are enlarged; through the 
infinity of the universe the mind which contemplates it achieves some share in infinity. 

For this reason greatness of soul is not fostered by those philosophies which 
assimilate the universe to Man. Knowledge is a form of union of Self and not-Self; like all 
union, it is impaired by dominion, and therefore by any attempt to force the universe into 
conformity with what we find in ourselves. There is a widespread philosophical tendency 
towards the view which tells us that Man is the measure of all things, that truth is man-
made, that space and time and the world of universals are properties of the mind, and that, 
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if there be anything not created by the mind, it is unknowable and of no account for us. This 
view, if our previous discussions were correct, is untrue; but in addition to being untrue, it 
has the effect of robbing philosophic contemplation of all that gives it value, since it fetters 
contemplation to Self. What it calls knowledge is not a union with the not-Self, but a set of 
prejudices, habits, and desires, making an impenetrable veil between us and the world 
beyond. The man who finds pleasure in such a theory of knowledge is like the man who 
never leaves the domestic circle for fear his word might not be law. 

The true philosophic contemplation, on the contrary, finds its satisfaction in every 
enlargement of the not-Self, in everything that magnifies the objects contemplated, and 
thereby the subject contemplating. Everything, in contemplation, that is personal or private, 
everything that depends upon habit, self-interest, or desire, distorts the object, and hence 
impairs the union which the intellect seeks. By thus making a barrier between subject and 
object, such personal and private things become a prison to the intellect. The free intellect 
will see as God might see, without a here and now, without hopes and fears, without the 
trammels of customary beliefs and traditional prejudices, calmly, dispassionately, in the sole 
and exclusive desire of knowledge -- knowledge as impersonal, as purely contemplative, as it 
is possible for man to attain. Hence also the free intellect will value more the abstract and 
universal knowledge into which the accidents of private history do not enter, than the 
knowledge brought by the senses, and dependent, as such knowledge must be, upon an 
exclusive and personal point of view and a body whose sense-organs distort as much as they 
reveal. 

The mind which has become accustomed to the freedom and impartiality of 
philosophic contemplation will preserve something of the same freedom and impartiality in 
the world of action and emotion. It will view its purposes and desires as parts of the whole, 
with the absence of insistence that results from seeing them as infinitesimal fragments in a 
world of which all the rest is unaffected by any one man's deeds. The impartiality which, in 
contemplation, is the unalloyed desire for truth, is the very same quality of mind which, in 
action, is justice, and in emotion is that universal love which can be given to all, and not 
only to those who are judged useful or admirable. Thus contemplation enlarges not only the 
objects of our thoughts, but also the objects of our actions and our affections: it makes us 
citizens of the universe, not only of one walled city at war with all the rest. In this 
citizenship of the universe consists man's true freedom, and his liberation from the thraldom 
of narrow hopes and fears. 

Thus, to sum up our discussion of the value of philosophy; Philosophy is to be 
studied, not for the sake of any definite answers to its questions since no definite answers 
can, as a rule, be known to be true, but rather for the sake of the questions themselves; 
because these questions enlarge our conception of what is possible, enrich our intellectual 
imagination and diminish the dogmatic assurance which closes the mind against 
speculation; but above all because, through the greatness of the universe which philosophy 
contemplates, the mind also is rendered great, and becomes capable of that union with the 
universe which constitutes its highest good.
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Euthyphro, and had given up rash innovations and speculations, in which I indulged only 
through ignorance, and that now I am about to lead a better life. 

Apology
By Plato

From The Dialogues of Plato
Translated into English with Analyses and Introductions, by B. Jowett.

Electronic Text Center, University of Virginia Library

How have you felt, O men of Athens, at hearing the speeches of my accusers, I 
cannot tell; but I know that their persuasive words almost made me forget who I was: -- 
such was the effect of them; and yet they have hardly spoken a word of truth. But many as 
their falsehoods were, there was one of them which quite amazed me; -- I mean when they 
told you to be upon your guard, and not to let yourselves be deceived by the force of my 
eloquence. They ought to have been ashamed of saying this, because they were sure to be 
detected as soon as I opened my lips and displayed my deficiency: they certainly did appear 
to be most shameless in saying this, unless by the force of eloquence they mean the force of 
truth; for then I do indeed admit that I am eloquent. But in how different a way from theirs! 
Well, as I was saying, they have hardly uttered a word, or not more than a word, of truth; 
but you shall hear from me the whole truth: not, however, delivered after their manner, in a 
set oration duly ornamented with words and phrases. No, indeed! but I shall use the words 
and arguments which occur to me at the moment; for I am certain that this is right, and that 
at my time of life I ought not to be appearing before you, O men of Athens, in the character 
of a juvenile orator -- let no one expect this of me. And I must beg of you to grant me one 
favor, which is this -- If you hear me using the same words in my defence which I have been 
in the habit of using, and which most of you may have heard in the agora, and at the tables 
of the money-changers, or anywhere else, I would ask you not to be surprised at this, and 
not to interrupt me. For I am more than seventy years of age, and this is the first time that I 
have ever appeared in a court of law, and I am quite a stranger to the ways of the place; and 
therefore I would have you regard me as if I were really a stranger, whom you would excuse 
if he spoke in his native tongue, and after the fashion of his country; -- that I think is not an 
unfair request. Never mind the manner, which may or may not be good; but think only of 
the justice of my cause, and give heed to that: let the judge decide justly and the speaker 
speak truly. 

And first, I have to reply to the older charges and to my first accusers, and then I will 
go on to the later ones. For I have had many accusers, who accused me of old, and their 
false charges have continued during many years; and I am more afraid of them than of 
Anytus and his associates, who are dangerous, too, in their own way But far more 
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dangerous are these, who began when you were children, and took possession of your 
minds with their falsehoods, telling of one Socrates, a wise man, who speculated about the 
heaven above, and searched into the earth beneath, and made the worse appear the better 
cause. These are the accusers whom I dread; for they are the circulators of this rumor, and 
their hearers are too apt to fancy that speculators of this sort do not believe in the gods. And 
they are many, and their charges against me are of ancient date, and they made them in 
days when you were impressible -- in childhood, or perhaps in youth -- and the cause when 
heard went by default, for there was none to answer. And hardest of all, their names I do 
not know and can not tell; unless in the chance case of a comic poet. But the main body of 
these slanderers who from envy and malice have wrought upon you -- and there are some of 
them who are convinced themselves, and impart their convictions to others -- all these, I 
say, are most difficult to deal with; for I can not have them up here, and examine them, and 
therefore I must simply fight with shadows in my own defence, and examine when there is 
no one who answers. I will ask you then to assume with me, as I was saying, that my 
opponents are of two kinds; one recent, the other ancient: and I hope that you will see the 
propriety of my answering the latter first, for these accusations you heard long before the 
others, and much oftener. 

Well, then, I will make my defence, and I will endeavor in the short time which is 
allowed to do away with this evil opinion of me which you have held for such a long time; 
and I hope that I may succeed, if this be well for you and me, and that my words may find 
favor with you. But I know that to accomplish this is not easy -- I quite see the nature of the 
task. Let the event be as God wills: in obedience to the law I make my defence. 

I will begin at the beginning, and ask what the accusation is which has given rise to 
this slander of me, and which has encouraged Meletus to proceed against me. What do the 
slanderers say? They shall be my prosecutors, and I will sum up their words in an affidavit. 
"Socrates is an evil-doer, and a curious person, who searches into things under the earth and 
in heaven, and he makes the worse appear the better cause; and he teaches the aforesaid 
doctrines to others." That is the nature of the accusation, and that is what you have seen 
yourselves in the comedy of Aristophanes, who has introduced a man whom he calls 
Socrates, going about and saying that he can walk in the air, and talking a deal of nonsense 
concerning matters of which I do not pretend to know either much or little -- not that I 
mean to say anything disparaging of any one who is a student of natural philosophy. I 
should be very sorry if Meletus could lay that to my charge. But the simple truth is, O 
Athenians, that I have nothing to do with these studies. Very many of those here present are 
witnesses to the truth of this, and to them I appeal. Speak then, you who have heard me, 
and tell your neighbors whether any of you have ever known me hold forth in few words or 
in many upon matters of this sort.... You hear their answer. And from what they say of this 
you will be able to judge of the truth of the rest. 

As little foundation is there for the report that I am a teacher, and take money; that is 
no more true than the other. Although, if a man is able to teach, I honor him for being paid. 
There is Gorgias of Leontium, and Prodicus of Ceos, and Hippias of Elis, who go the round 
of the cities, and are able to persuade the young men to leave their own citizens, by whom 
they might be taught for nothing, and come to them, whom they not only pay, but are 
thankful if they may be allowed to pay them. There is actually a Parian philosopher residing 
in Athens, of whom I have heard; and I came to hear of him in this way: -- I met a man who 
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has spent a world of money on the sophists, Callias, the son of Hipponicus, and knowing 
that he had sons, I asked him: "Callias," I said, "if your two sons were foals or calves, there 
would be no difficulty in finding some one to put over them; we should hire a trainer of 
horses, or a farmer probably, who would improve and perfect them in their own proper 
virtue and excellence; but as they are human beings, whom are you thinking of placing over 
them? Is there any one who understands human and political virtue? You must have 
thought about this as you have sons; is there any one?" "There is," he said. "Who is he?" 
said I; "and of what country? and what does he charge?" "Evenus the Parian," he replied; 
"he is the man, and his charge is five minae. "Happy is Evenus," I said to myself, if he really 
has this wisdom, and teaches at such a modest charge. Had I the same, I should have been 
very proud and conceited; but the truth is that I have no knowledge of the kind, O 
Athenians. 

I dare say that some one will ask the question, "Why is this, Socrates, and what is the 
origin of these accusations of you: for there must have been something strange which you 
have been doing? All this great fame and talk about you would never have arisen if you had 
been like other men: tell us, then, why this is, as we should be sorry to judge hastily of "Now 
I regard this as a fair challenge, and I will endeavor to explain to you the origin of this name 
of "wise," and of this evil fame. Please to attend then. And although some of you may think 
that I am looking, I declare that I will tell you the entire truth. Men of Athens, this 
reputation of mine has come of a certain sort of wisdom which I possess. If you ask me 
what kind of wisdom, I reply, such wisdom as is attainable by man, for to that extent I am 
inclined to believe that I am wise; whereas the persons of whom I was speaking have a 
superhuman wisdom, which I may fall to describe, because I have it not myself, and he who 
says that I have, speaks falsely, and is taking away my character. And here, O men of 
Athens, I must beg you not to interrupt me, even if I seem to say something extravagant. 
For the word which I will speak is not mine. I will refer you to a witness who is worthy of 
credit, and will tell you about my wisdom -- whether I have any, and of what sort -- and that 
witness shall be the God of Delphi. You must have known Chaerephon; he was early a 
friend of mine, and also a friend of yours, for he shared in the exile of the people, and 
returned with you. Well, Chaerephon, as you know, was very impetuous in all his doings, 
and he went to Delphi and boldly asked the oracle to tell him whether -- as I was saying, I 
must beg you not to interrupt -- he asked the oracle to tell him whether there was any one 
wiser than I was, and the Pythian prophetess answered, that there was no man wiser. 
Chaerephon is dead himself; but his brother, who is in court, will confirm the truth of this 
story. 

Why do I mention this? Because I am going to explain to you why I have such an 
evil name. When I heard the answer, I said to myself, What can the god mean? and what is 
the interpretation of this riddle? for I know that I have no wisdom, small or great. What 
then can he mean when he says that I am the wisest of men? And yet he is a god, and can 
not lie; that would be against his nature. After long consideration, I at last thought of a 
method of trying the question. I reflected that if I could only find a man wiser than myself, 
then I might go to the god with a refutation in my hand. I should say to him, "Here is a man 
who is wiser than I am; but you said that I was the wisest." Accordingly, I went to one who 
had the reputation of wisdom, and observed him -- his name I need not mention; he was a 
politician whom I selected for examination -- and the result was as follows: When I began to 
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talk with him, I could not help thinking that he was not really wise, although he was 
thought wise by many, and wiser still by himself, and I went and tried to explain to him that 
he thought himself wise, but was not really wise; and the consequence was that he hated 
me, and his enmity was shared by several who were present and heard me. So I left him, 
saying to myself, as I went away: Well, although I do not suppose that either of us knows 
anything really beautiful and good, I am better off than he is, -- for he knows nothing, and 
thinks that he knows. I neither know nor think that I know. In this latter particular, then, I 
seem to have slightly the advantage of him. Then I went to another who had still higher 
philosophical pretensions, and my conclusion was exactly the same. I made another enemy 
of him, and of many others besides him. 

After this I went to one man after another, being not unconscious of the enmity 
which I provoked, and I lamented and feared this: but necessity was laid upon me, -- the 
word of God, I thought, ought to be considered first. And I said to myself, Go I must to all 
who appear to know, and find out the meaning of the oracle. And I swear to you, 
Athenians, by the dog I swear! -- for I must tell you the truth -- the result of my mission was 
just this: I found that the men most in repute were all but the most foolish; and that some 
inferior men were really wiser and better. I will tell you the tale of my wanderings and of the 
"Herculean" labors, as I may call them, which I endured only to find at last the oracle 
irrefutable. When I left the politicians, I went to the poets; tragic, dithyrambic, and all sorts. 
And there, I said to myself, you will be detected; now you will find out that you are more 
ignorant than they are. Accordingly, I took them some of the most elaborate passages in 
their own writings, and asked what was the meaning of them -- thinking that they would 
teach me something. Will you believe me? I am almost ashamed to speak of this, but still I 
must say that there is hardly a person present who would not have talked better about their 
poetry than they did themselves. That showed me in an instant that not by wisdom do poets 
write poetry, but by a sort of genius and inspiration; they are like diviners or soothsayers 
who also say many fine things, but do not understand the meaning of them. And 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. So I departed, conceiving myself to be superior to them for the same reason 
that I was superior to the politicians. 

At last I went to the artisans, for I was conscious that I knew nothing at all, as I may 
say, and I was sure that they knew many fine things; and in this I was not mistaken, for they 
did know many things of which I was ignorant, and in this they certainly were wiser than I 
was. 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 -- therefore I asked myself on behalf of 
the oracle, whether I would like to be as I was, neither having their knowledge nor their 
ignorance, or like them in both; and I made answer to myself and the oracle that I was 
better off as I was. 

This investigation has led to my having many enemies of the worst and most 
dangerous kind, and has given occasion also to many calumnies. And I am called wise, for 
my hearers always imagine that I myself possess the wisdom which I find wanting in others: 
but the truth is, O men of Athens, that God only is wise; and in this oracle he means to say 
that the wisdom of men is little or nothing; he is not speaking of Socrates, he is only using 
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my name as an illustration, as if he said, He, O men, is the wisest who, like Socrates, knows 
that his wisdom is in truth worth nothing. And so I go my way, obedient to the god, and 
make inquisition into the wisdom of any one, whether citizen or stranger, who appears to be 
wise; and if he is not wise, then in vindication of the oracle I show him that he is not wise; 
and this occupation quite absorbs me, and I have no time to give either to any public matter 
of interest or to any concern of my own, but I am in utter poverty by reason of my devotion 
to the god. 

There is another thing: -- young men of the richer classes, who have not much to do, 
come about me of their own accord; they like to hear the pretenders examined, and they 
often imitate me, and examine others themselves; there are plenty of persons, as they soon 
enough discover, who think that they know something, but really know little or nothing; 
and then those who are examined by them instead of being angry with themselves are angry 
with me: This confounded Socrates, they say; this villainous misleader of youth! -- and then 
if somebody asks them, Why, what evil does he practise or teach? they do not know, and 
can not tell; but in order that they may not appear to be at a loss, they repeat the ready-made 
charges which are used against all philosophers about teaching things up in the clouds and 
under the earth, and having no gods, and making the worse appear the better cause; for they 
do not like to confess that their pretence of knowledge has been detected -- which is the 
truth; and as they are numerous and ambitious and energetic, and are all in battle array and 
have persuasive tongues, they have filled your ears with their loud and inveterate calumnies. 
And this is the reason why my three accusers, Meletus and Anytus and Lycon, have set 
upon me; Meletus, who has a quarrel with me on behalf of the poets; Anytus, on behalf of 
the craftsmen; Lycon, on behalf of the rhetoricians: and as I said at the beginning, I can not 
expect to get rid of this mass of calumny all in a moment. And this, O men of Athens, is the 
truth and the whole truth; I have concealed nothing, I have dissembled nothing. And yet, I 
know that this plainness of speech makes them hate me, and what is their hatred but a proof 
that I am speaking the truth?-this is the occasion and reason of their slander of me, as you 
will find out either in this or in any future inquiry. 
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The Death of Socrates
By Plato

From The Dialogues of Plato
Translated into English with Analyses and Introductions, by B. Jowett.

Electronic Text Center, University of Virginia Library

Then he turned to us, and added with a smile: "I cannot make Crito believe that I am 
the same Socrates who has been talking and conducting the argument; he fancies that I am 
the other Socrates whom he will soon see, a dead body--and he asks, How shall he bury me? 
And though I have spoken many words in the endeavor to show that when I have drunk the 
poison I shall leave you and go to the joys of the blessed--these words of mine, with which I 
was comforting you and myself, have had, as I perceive, no effect upon Crito. And therefore 
I want you to be surety for me to him how, as at the trial he was surety to the judges for me: 
but let the promise be of another sort; for he was surety for me to the judges that I would 
remain, and you must be my surety to him that I shall not remain, but go away and depart; 
and then he will suffer less at my death, and not be grieved when he sees my body being 
burned or buried. I would not have him sorrow at my hard lot, or say at the burial, Thus we 
lay out Socrates, or Thus we follow him to the grave or bury him; for false words are not 
only evil in themselves, but they infect the soul with evil. Be of good cheer then, my dear 
Crito, and say that you are burying my body only, and do with that whatever is usual, and 
what you think best."

When he had spoken these words, he arose and went into a chamber to bathe; Crito 
followed him and told us to wait. So we remained behind, talking and thinking of the 
subject of discourse, and also of the greatness of our sorrow; he was like a father of whom 
we were being bereaved, and we were about to pass the rest of our lives as orphans. When 
he had taken the bath his children were brought to him (he had two young sons and an elder 
one); and the women of his family also came, and he talked to them and gave them a few 
directions in the presence of Crito; then he dismissed them and returned to us.

Now the hour of sunset was near, for a good deal of time had passed while he was 
within. When he came out, he sat down with us again after his bath, but not much was said. 
Soon the jailer, who was the servant of the eleven, entered and stood by him, saying: "To 
you, Socrates, whom I know to be the noblest and gentlest and best of all who ever came to 
this place, I will not impute the angry feelings of other men, who rage and swear at me, 
when, in obedience to the authorities, I bid them drink the poison--indeed, I am sure that 
you will not be angry with me; for others, as you are aware, and not I, are to blame. And so 
fare you well, and try to bear lightly what must needs be--you know my errand." Then 
bursting into tears he turned away and went out.

Socrates looked at him and said: "I return your good wishes, and will do as you bid." 
Then turning to us, he said, "How charming the man is: since I have been in prison he has 
always been coming to see me, and at times he would talk to me, and was as good to me as 
could be, and now see how generously he sorrows on my account. We must do as he says, 
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Crito; and therefore let the cup be brought, if the poison is prepared; if not, let the attendant 
prepare some."

"Yet," said Crito, "the sun is still upon the hilltops, and I know that many a one has 
taken the draught late, and after the announcement has been made to him, he has eaten and 
drunk, and enjoyed the society of his beloved; do not hurry--there is time enough."

Socrates said: "Yes, Crito, and they of whom you speak are right in so acting, for 
they think that they will be gainers by the delay; But I am right in not following their 
example, for I do not think that I should gain anything by drinking the poison a little later; I 
should only be ridiculous in my own eyes for sparing and saving a life which is already 
forfeit. Please then to do as I say, and not to refuse me."

Crito made a sign to the servant, who was standing by; and he went out, and having 
been absent for some time, returned with the jailer carrying the cup of poison. Socrates said: 
"You, my good friend, who are experienced in these matters, shall give me directions how I 
am to proceed."

The man answered: "you have only to walk about until your legs are heavy, and then 
to lie down, and the poison will act."

At the same time he handed the cup to Socrates, who in the easiest and gentlest 
manner, without the least fear or change of color or feature, looking at the man with all his 
eyes, . . . as his manner was, took the cup and said: "What do you say about making a 
libation out of this cup to any god? May I, or not?"

The man answered: "We only prepare, Socrates, just so much as we deem enough."

"I understand," he said; "but I may and must ask the gods to prosper my journey 
from this to the other world--even so--and so be it according to my prayer.

Then raising the cup to his lips, quite readily and cheerfully he drank off the poison. 
And hitherto most of us had been able to control our sorrow; but now when we saw him 
drinking, and saw too that he had finished the draught, we could not longer forbear, and in 
spite of myself my own tears were flowing fast; so that I covered my face and wept, not for 
him, but at the thought of my own calamity in having to part from such a friend. Nor was I 
the first; for Crito, when he found himself unable to restrain his tears, had got up, and I 
followed; and at that moment, Apollodorus, who had been weeping all the time, broke out 
in a loud and passionate cry which made cowards of us all.

Socrates alone retained his calmness: "What is this strange outcry?" he said. "I sent 
away the women mainly in order that they might not misbehave in this way, for I have been 
told that a man should die in peace. Be quiet then, and have patience."

When we heard his words we were ashamed, and refrained our tears; and he walked 
about until, as he said, his legs began to fail, and then he lay on his back, according to the 
directions, and the man who gave him the poison now and then looked at his feet and legs; 
and after a while he pressed his foot hard, and asked him if he could feel; and he said, "No;" 
and then his leg, and so upwards and upwards, and showed us that he was cold and stiff. 
And he felt them himself, and said: "When the poison reaches the heart, that will be the 
end."
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