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INTRODUCTION 

The word apology derives from the Greek, απολογία, for a speech in defense of one’s 
conduct. The defendant in this case is Socrates (c. 469-399 BC). He is on trial at the 
Athenian court on charges of impiety and corrupting the young. The Apology is his 
defense as told by Plato (c. 429-347 BC). It is important to bear in mind that the recent 
loss to Sparta in the Peloponnesian War and its aftermath serve as a dramatic backdrop 
to this case.                                             

Socrates’ father was a stonemason or sculptor, and his mother was a midwife. Plato’s 
dialogues give us a portrait of Socrates as a robust man capable of suffering 
considerable physical deprivation; a physically ugly man in possession of a charismatic 
disposition; and a man of temperance and courage. Plato has a drunken Alcibiades 
confess that Socrates once saved his life in battle (Symposium). We know that Socrates 
fought bravely in three military campaigns during the Peloponnesian War, and he 
references these campaigns in his defense: the siege of Potidaea, the battle at Delium, 
and the battle of Amphipolis. We also learn from his defense that he refused, at great 
personal risk, to participate in the Assembly’s illegal trial of the ten generals of 
Arginusae in 406. With equal courage, he refused the demand of the Thirty Tyrants to 
arrest Leon of Salamis whose property the Thirty craved. He was probably saved in the 
latter case by the restoration of democracy that quickly followed. Socrates was well 
aware that some Athenians suspected him of anti-democratic impulses because of his 
association with the notorious traitor, Alcibiades, and because of his loose connection to 
members of the Thirty Tyrants (e.g., Critias, Charmides), a ruthless, pro-Spartan 
oligarchy installed shortly after Athens’ loss to Sparta in the Peloponnesian War. The 
Thirty Tyrants were widely despised because of their cruelty toward the Athenian 
citizenry, and the memory of their cruelty was still fresh in the minds of the jury. Some 
Athenians believed that Socrates educated their leaders and thus was responsible, in 
some measure, for their traitorous, anti-democratic actions. After the removal of the 
Thirty Tyrants in 403 BC and the restoration of democracy, the Athenians adopted an 
amnesty (sponsored by Anytus) that made it illegal to charge and prosecute any citizen 
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with crimes that predated the amnesty provided by the restoration. Socrates was tried, 
found guilty and executed by hemlock in 399, leaving behind his wife Xanthippe and 
three sons. He was seventy years old.  

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.   

The Apology might best be understood as the dramatic encounter between a corrupted 
Athens and its best citizen and most severe critic. Socrates’ defense is an indictment of a 
once great and noble city that has lost its way: a city that once fought courageously at 
Marathon and Salamis, securing its freedom and the freedom of other Greek city-states 
from the Persian invaders; a city that built an extraordinary culture of civic participation 
and artistic devotion; and likely the only ancient city that could have produced this 
unique individual, Socrates. Athens has become an immense sleeping beast, violent and 
acquisitive, intellectually and morally bankrupt at its core. It has become a city that has 
welcomed the demoralizing education of its youth at the hands of itinerant Sophists 
who train the city’s young to skills in rhetoric aimed at achieving maximum power in 
the Assembly. Socrates stands before his accusers as their greatest gift from the god: He 
corrects them sternly as a father corrects his wayward son and warns them of their 
impending danger. In that regard, the Apology stands as one of the most penetrating 
portraits and finest expressions of noble dissent from a man deeply in love with his city. 
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In the end, Socrates could have been acquitted; he could even have accepted the 
punishment of exile. However, Socrates is intent on compelling the court to either 
exonerate him of the charges, and by doing so implicitly confirm his mission and their 
own corruption, or reject his mission and thus condemn him to death. There can be no 
compromise. Athens must face its accuser and account for its actions. In this regard, the 
Apology is less of a defense than an indictment, and the defendant is Athens itself.   
 
The teacher should direct the 
students to pay close attention to the 
crowd’s reaction as periodically 
mentioned in the text . These 
reactions give the reader clues as to 
what most grieves the Athenians. An 
aged but spirited Socrates stands 
alone before a large crowd of men, 
many of whom he recognizes as 
ambitious and violent, and he 
soberly confirms the fact that they 
hold his life in their hands. He offers 
a defense of his mission in stirring, 
memorable words. The students 
should also be instructed to pay close 
attention to the shifts in mood and 
tone in Socrates’ speech.  

While it is possible to teach this dialogue without the historical context, it is more 
effective to introduce the students to the concrete historical circumstances surrounding 
the trial of Socrates. For this reason, we recommend that the teacher give a one to two 
hour background lecture on the important events of the Peloponnesian War with special 
emphasis on the causes; the most important battles (including the Syracuse 
catastrophe); the Athenian leadership; the most critical Assembly speeches as related by 
Thucydides; the final loss of Athens to Sparta; and the installation of the oligarchy and 
restoration of democracy. A History of Greece to 322 BC, by N.G.L. Hammond, and The 
Landmark Thucydides, edited by Robert Strassler, are useful sources for this kind of 
preparation. This trial occurred in a particular city still reeling from a disastrous loss to 
its longtime rival; it was a city in moral and political crisis.  

Furthermore, the students will need to know something about how an Athenian court 
would proceed in such cases. To qualify for jury duty, the individual had to be a male 
citizen of at least thirty years of age. The jury in this case was most likely composed of 
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501 jurors, chosen by lot from a larger body of Athenian citizens. The case was held at 
the People’s Court in the agora (see picture above). The speeches made at court were 
timed by a water clock (also above), and no trial extended beyond a single day. The jury 
members would first determine the defendant’s guilt or innocence by casting one of two 
ballots into a vessel: one disc with a solid axle (in favor of the defendant) or one disc 
with a hollow axle (in favor of the plaintiff). The individual juror would discard the 
unused disc in a wooden basket. No deliberation was required for the jury; each 
individual juror made his own decision presumably based on the proceedings. Four 
jurors selected by lot would then immediately count the cast ballots and report the 
decision to the court. If the defendant was found guilty, the jury was responsible for 
assigning the sentence, choosing between two alternatives; they were unable to offer a 
third alternative. In this case, the prosecution probably included the death sentence in 
the original charges, possibly assuming Socrates would counter-propose exile as 
previous defendants in similar circumstances had done. Socrates did not oblige them on 
this score. Because there was no higher court of appeal, the jury’s decision was final. 
This made the Athenian jury one of the most powerful entities in the city.  

For further reading, we suggest Plato’s Euthyphro, Crito and Phaedo. The latter two 
dialogues follow Socrates’ trial and detail how he spends his last days before his 
execution by hemlock. The Phaedo allows the reader to witness Socrates’ final, 
extraordinarily poignant moments before his death. Please see the Selected 
Bibliography for further commentary resources.  

This guide breaks the study of the Apology into eight parts and provides discussion 
questions for each part. Furthermore, there is a list of broader questions appropriate for 
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essay assignments at the close of the guide. Finally, there is a select bibliography for 
further reading.  
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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?  

Discussion Questions, 18a7-19a7: 

1. Socrates makes a distinction between the old accusers and the new, 
contemporaneous accusers. What exactly are the old accusations? Lay them out 
carefully and discuss what each charge means. The students might not understand 
what it means, for instance, to be one “who busies himself with things aloft and 
under the earth” or to be someone “who makes the weaker argument the stronger.”  

2. When and how were these accusations made? Who made these accusations, 
according to Socrates? Why are these accusations so dangerous, according to 
Socrates? With what do these accusations essentially charge Socrates? Who is, in fact, 
guilty of these charges?  

3. Why would Socrates bring before the court even more serious accusations not 
mentioned by his present accusers? What is his strategy? Why does Anytus dare not 
bring these charges against Socrates? Does the amnesty have anything to do do with 
this? How so? 

4. Notice that Socrates does not disparage natural science. (Plato has Socrates detail his 
own investigations of natural science in the Phaedo, 96a6ff.)   

5. Under what circumstances would Socrates accept an acquittal?  
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Discussion Questions, 19a8-24b2: 

1. Socrates restates the charges in formal language. Cite that passage and work through 
it. What has been added in Socrates’ rehearsal of these accusations?  

2. What does Socrates say of these charges? Is he guilty? What is at the root of the 
charge that “he teaches these same things to others”? What is the concern? Does 
Socrates have “students” and does he charge them a fee? Why does this accusation 
seem to be such a grave concern? 

3. Socrates anticipates his interlocutor: “One of you might perhaps interrupt me and 
say ‘But Socrates, what is your occupation? From where have these slanders come? 
For surely if you did not busy yourself with something out of the common, all these 
rumors and talk would not have arisen unless you did something other than most 
people’” (20c). What is Socrates attributing to his accusers here?  

4. Read 20e-21d aloud and carefully work through the passage. Socrates relates an 
intriguing story his deceased friend Chairephon once told him. Who was 
Chairephon? What happened to him?  

5. What is the content of the story Socrates recounts? What happened? What did the 
oracle say? Why does Socrates reference Chairephon and the Delphic oracle? Is the 
oracle reliable? Is the oracle an approved source in Athens? (The oracle predicted the 
Spartan victory in the Peloponnesian War.) Does Socrates believe this story, or is he 
poking fun at the Athenians? If he is mocking them, why would he do that? 
Evidence? If he is speaking genuinely here, how must we interpret the meaning of 
this story?  

6. Closely watch the response of the court to Socrates’ recollection of the Chairephon 
story. Why do the jurors react this way? Use your imagination to recreate what this 
scene must have looked like.  

7. How does Socrates respond to the story of the oracle? What does he resolve to do? Is 
Socrates being impious? What three classes of leaders did Socrates address, and 
what did he discover in his efforts? Be specific. 

8. What does he conclude about the oracle’s meaning?  

9. How does he account for his unpopularity? What role have the rich and leisured 
youth of the city played in Socrates’ growing unpopularity?  

10. How do the present charges derive from the old “slanderous” accusations? Be 
precise. Who are Anytus, Meletus and Lycon, and who do they each represent?  
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11. How adequate is Socrates’ defense against these old accusations? 

12. How does Socrates assess his chances for acquittal? Why? 

Discussion Questions, 24b3-28a1: 

1. Socrates now addresses the present formal charges brought against him by Meletus. 
How does he restate these charges? Be precise.  

2. Socrates interrogates Meletus. What is wrong with Meletus’ argument that any 
Athenian can instruct the young in matters of goodness? Is Socrates mocking 
Meletus and/or is he serious? What is Socrates’ attitude toward Meletus?  

3. Why would Socrates never willingly “corrupt the young”? How has Meletus failed 
by bringing this to a court of law instead of privately instructing Socrates? What is 
Socrates implying here? 

4. Socrates asks Meletus how he (Socrates) has corrupted the young. What exactly has 
he taught the young that is objectionable? What does Socrates press Meletus to 
confess? Is this important? Why or why not? 

5. What is really going on here in this courtroom, according to Socrates? What are the 
real accusations against Socrates?  

6. Since Socrates has exposed Meletus for the young, ambitious fool that he is and has 
done so publicly in a court of law, how do you think the court feels about Socrates 
now? Amused? Outraged? Inflamed? If the latter, why would Socrates do that?  

Discussion Questions, 28b-34b5: 

1. Notice that once Socrates dispenses with Meletus’ charges, the prosecutor and his 
charges seem to be broomed from the room, dismissed from the court’s proceedings. 
Characterize Socrates’ tone in this part of the dialogue. How has it changed? Why do 
you think his tone has shifted? The disappearance of the charges seems to accentuate 
the real reason for the prosecution of Socrates. What are those reasons?  

2. To whom does Socrates compare himself and why? Would this appeal to an 
Athenian juror?  
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3. This part of the dialogue appears to be Socrates’ true defense. What is the content of 
his argument? How is he like a soldier? What does he remind the Athenians of in his 
own past, and why does he do that?  

4. Socrates references Anytus’ earlier argument. What did Anytus argue, according to 
Socrates? How is this important for understanding Socrates’ position? What is his 
perception of his situation before the court? 

5. Read lines 29c-30b aloud and discuss them. What is Socrates saying? Is he daring the 
Athenians? If so, what is the content of his dare? Why is he doing this?   

6. What do most Athenians consider the greatest danger, according to Socrates? What 
does Socrates consider the greatest danger? 

7. Socrates says he is a gift from the god attached “as upon a great and noble horse 
which was somewhat sluggish because of its size” and in need of a 
“gadfly” (30e-31b). How so? What proof does he have for this contention? Has he 
been successful in his mission? 

8. What is Socrates’ daimon? According to Socrates, why has his daimon discouraged 
him from participating in public affairs? “A man who really fights for justice must 
lead a private, not a public, life if he is to survive for even a short time” (31e-32). 
What concrete proof does Socrates have for this contention?  

9. What does the Assembly’s treatment of the ten generals of Arginusae say about 
them? Why do you think Socrates mentions both the case of the generals from 
Arginusae and the Leon of Salamis case? What is Socrates’ view of the current 
political/spiritual situation in Athens? 

Discussion Question, 34b6-35d8: 

1.  Why does Socrates refuse to bring his family to court as other defendants have done 
in the past? How might this reflect badly on the Athenians who sit in judgment of 
Socrates? 
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Discussion Questions, 35e-38b9: 

1. Remind the students of the procedures that governed Athenian court cases. How 
close was the verdict? How does Socrates respond to the margin of victory for 
Meletus and Anytus? To what does he attribute Meletus’ victory?  

2. What penalty has the prosecution suggested?  

3. What counter-penalty does Socrates suggest? Is he serious when he proposes the 
counter-penalty? Why does he refuse to suggest exile, as was surely expected by the 
court?  

4. Listen to the sound of the voices in the courtroom during this exchange. How do 
Socrates’ friends—Plato, Crito, Critoboulos and Apollodorus—react? 

5. Why do you think Socrates accepts the contribution of thirty minae from his friends? 
Is this an admission of guilt or not? 

6. What is the final outcome of the jury’s deliberation on the penalty? Why is the 
penalty vote more lopsided than the original vote?  

Discussion Questions, 38c1-42a5: 

1. Socrates speaks to two different audiences. Who are they and how does his tone 
change from one to the other? 

2. Discuss this passage: “It is not difficult to avoid death, gentlemen of the jury, it is 
much more difficult to avoid wickedness, for it runs faster than death. Slow and 
elderly as I am, I have been caught by the slower pursuer, whereas my accusers, 
being clever and sharp, have been caught by the quicker, wickedness. I leave you 
now, condemned to death by you, but they are condemned by truth to wickedness 
and injustice. So I maintain my assessment, and they maintain theirs. This perhaps 
had to happen and I think it is as it should be” (39b). Who is Socrates speaking to 
here? What is he saying? Why is he submitting to his death?  

3. He makes a prophecy. What is the content of that prophecy? Who are the “more 
dangerous and younger” men Socrates claims to have held back?  

4. Socrates calls some men true “judges” now in reference to his opening remarks. Who 
are these true judges? He gives them another name. What is it? He seems to speak 
more tenderly, and perhaps candidly, to these members of the jury. He tells them of 
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his daimon. What is this? What role, in general, has it played in Socrates’ life? What 
role does he think it has played in these proceedings?  

5. Discuss this passage: “I will tell you. What has happened to me may well be a good 
thing, and those of us who believe death to be an evil are certainly mistaken” (40b-
c). What does Socrates say about his death and the gods?  

6. He has one last request. What is it? 

7. How do you feel at the close of this dialogue? For instance, do you feel this is a 
victory or a defeat? Evidence? 
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BROADER QUESTIONS FOR ESSAY ASSIGNMENTS 

1. Play the sensitive, informed juror: Is Socrates guilty of the charges? If so, which 
charges and how so? If not, why not? Offer evidence. 

2. Socrates’ friends gladly offer to pay a fine since Socrates cannot afford to do so. Why 
didn’t Socrates simply agree to pay a fine in the first place? Why did he suggest that, 
rather than a penalty, he should receive free meals in the Prytaneum? 

3. Outline the main divisions of the dialogue. Which part is Socrates’ true defense? 
Make an argument from the text. 

4. Some scholars have observed that Socrates, by and large, follows the typical form of 
the defendant’s speech in an Athenian court. Is there any sense in which this has 
been a parody of a courtroom defense? If so, how so? Has Socrates made any 
admissions of guilt in this trial? 

5. What is Socrates’ principal indictment against Athens? What does he prescribe as a 
cure?  
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6. Socrates is an entirely new kind of hero. How so? 

7. What does Socrates mean when he says the unexamined life is not worth living? (Try 
transforming the proposition into the affirmative as you consider the statement.) 

8. Examine Socrates’ parting words to his jurors: “Now the hour to part has come. I go 
to die, you go to live. Which of us goes to the better lot is known to no one, except 
the god” (42).   
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