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INTRODUCTION (EXCERPT) 

Given the scarcity of sources and the fact that Socrates never wrote anything, it is 
difficult to assemble the biographical facts of the historical Socrates. What we know 
about him comes from the observations of others, and sometimes those observations are 

contradictory. For our purposes, 
the Socrates we examine here is 
the man Plato depicts. Plato 
references his own presence at 
the trial at 34a and again at 38b, 
and in later writings he credits 
Socrates with his personal 
conversion from his political 
aspirations to a commitment to 
philosophy. In general, Plato’s 
dialogues should be viewed 
chiefly as dramas that feature 
the character of his influential 
mentor, Socrates, rather than 
historical documents of actual 
conversations. However, most 

scholars agree that Plato’s Apology likely reflects the substance of the defense the 
historical Socrates provided at court.   
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SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Discussion Questions, 17a1-18a6: 

1. The reader does not hear the speech of the accusers but only Socrates’ response. 
Socrates reports that his accusers have not spoken truthfully. In what way(s) have 
they spoken untruthfully, according to Socrates? How does Socrates propose to 
present his case?  

2. According to Socrates, what is the mark of an excellent “judge”? What is the mark of 
an excellent speaker?   

3. What is Socrates’ complaint about “rhetoric”? Does he practice a form of rhetoric 
himself? If so, describe it from these opening lines. 

4. What is the goal of his apology in Socrates’ opinion? What is the goal of most 
defendants in their cases?  

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Plato’s Apology is 15 pages and is available as a 
printable PDF in our shop for $10.  Click here to visit the product page. 

View of the Acropolis of Athens from the Ancient Agora, uploaded by user “George E. 
Koronaios” to English Wikimedia Commons April 13, 2018. Used under license https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en.  
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