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Socrates’ Attitude towards Politics in Xenophon
and Plato

Fiorenza Bevilacqua

In this paper I intend to discuss briefly Socrates’ role as a political teacher in
Memorabilia and then consider a passage (Mem. 2.6.22–27) that has not so far
obtained all the attention it deserves but is politically very important because
it expounds a clear political plan in an explicit way. Finally, I will consider two
passages from Plato (Ap. 31c–32a; Cri. 51c–53a) that, if taken together and care-
fully read, show us a Socrates whose political attitude is not too different from
the attitude that comes out in Memorabilia, a Socrates whom we could there-
fore suppose to be not too different from the historical Socrates.

Xenophon’s Socrates as a Political Teacher

One of the fundamental functions that Socrates performs in Memorabilia is
the function of a political teacher. This function stands out, though not quite
in a plain way, first of all in the first part of the work, the openly apologetic
one (Mem. 1.1–2). In this section, Socrates is shown as a teacher in the politi-
cal field: in 1.2.17–18, Xenophon, facing the hypothetical objection that Socrates
should not have taught his followers politics before he taught themmoderation
(1.2.17:μὴπρότερον τὰπολιτικὰ διδάσκειν τοὺς συνόντας ἢ σωφρονεῖν), answers that
Socrates was a model to his followers because he showed himself to be a kalos
kagathos1 (I return later to this statement) and therefore, implicitly, provided
with that sophrosynē / enkrateia2 that he taught through the example of his

1 Here and elsewhere I chose to avoid translating the expressions kalos kagathos and kaloi
kagathoi owing to their not univocal meaning; see below.

2 In Xenophon’s works, in fact, sophronein / sophrosynē (moderation) and enkrateia (self-
control with regard to bodily pleasures) are nearly synonymous; they constitute a prelimi-
nary and necessary requisite for those who are appointed to be in command, as it can be
seen in the first conversation with Aristippus (Mem. 2.1; see particularly 2.1.1–7); in Mem.
2.6.22, sophrosynē and enkrateia are described as typical and, so it seems, exclusive features
of the kaloi kagathoi. On enkrateia in Memorabilia, and particularly on Xenophon’s Socrates’
enkrateia, see Edmunds 252–276 in this volume.
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462 bevilacqua

own behaviour.3 Moreover, just above (1.2.14), Xenophon had also emphasized
Socrates’ absolute self-sufficiency (αὐταρκέστατα ζῶντα), in spite of his very
modest means of subsistence (ἀπ’ ἐλαχίστων μὲν χρημάτων), and his uncom-
mon enkrateia (ἐγκρατέστατον ὄντα), self-control. But themost important point
for us is that Xenophon, while denying the second half of this hypothetical
charge—that Socrates did not teachmoderation—does not deny at all that he
taught politics. In addition, still in the course of the long refutation (1.2.12–47)
of the second charge brought by Polycrates,4 who saw in Socrates Critias’ and
Alcibiades’ teacher (1.2.12), Xenophon does not hesitate to acknowledge that
they had both resolved to follow Socrates because they were persuaded that in
thisway theywould become ‘very clever at speaking and acting’, that is at acting
in politics5 (1.2.15). Certainly wemay grant that Critias andAlcibiades were two
bad followers of Socrates, but that does not affect the value of Socrates’ teach-
ing, since Critias and Alcibiades did not share Socrates’ way of life at all. On the
contrary they would have preferred dying rather than living as he did (1.2.16),
and as soon as they thought they were superior to their companions, they ran
away from Socrates to go into politics (1.2.16): it was in view of entering politics
that they had resolved to become his followers (1.2.16; see also 1.2.47).

On the other hand, in this first part of the work, still in the course of the
refutation of Polycrates’ charges, Xenophon names those whom we could call
the good followers, in opposition to Critias and Alcibiades: they, as Xenophon
states, had associatedwith Socrates not to become clever at speaking in assem-
blies or courts of law (with an implicit but clear allusion to Critias and Alcibi-
ades),6 but tobecome kaloi kagathoi and, as soonas theybecame kaloi kagathoi,

3 The didactic value of teaching by example is a leitmotiv not only in Memorabilia (1.2.3; 1.2.17–
18; 1.31; 1.5.6; 1.6.3; 4.3.18; 4.4.1; 4.4.10–11; 4.4.25; 4.5.1) and in the other Socratic works (Oec.
12.17–19; Symp. 8.27), but in Xenophon’s whole literary production (see, e. g., Ages. 7.2; 10.2;
An. 1.9.3–4; Cyr. 1.2.8; 7.5.86; 8.6.10; 8.6.13).

4 As is common knowledge, the first part of Memorabilia, the apologetic one (Mem. 1.1–2), can
be divided into two clearly distinct sections: in the first one (1.1.1–1.2.8) Xenophon aims at
defending Socrates against the charges brought against him at his trial, while in the second
one (1.2.9–61) he intends to defend Socrates against the posthumous charges of an unnamed
kategoros, anunnamedaccuser. Relyingonapassageof Isocrates (Bus. 1–5), Cobet 1858: 662ff.,
was the first scholar who identified this kategoros with the rhetor Polycrates. This identifica-
tion is accepted now by almost all scholars: a list of scholars who accepted this identification
is given by Bandini et Dorion 2000: 80.

5 As Dorion (Bandini et Dorion 2000: CCVI–CCIX) has nicely shown, this expression (ἱκανώ-
τατω λέγειν τε καὶ πράττειν) denotes the ability to act effectually in the political field: see also
4.2.1; 4.2.4; 4.2.6; 4.3.1.

6 The allusion seems certain, even if neither Critias nor Alcibiades, as far aswe know, employed
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socrates’ attitude towards politics in xenophon and plato 463

to be able to manage properly their oikos,7 their slaves, their household mem-
bers, their friends, their city and their fellow citizens (1.2.48). Undoubtedly this
list of good followers of Socrates given by Xenophon is perplexing. The most
celebrated among them, such as Plato, Antisthenes, Aeschines of Sphettus, and
Aristippus8 are not mentioned; and while there is no reason not to believe
that those Xenophon does mention (Crito, Chaerephon, Chaerecrates, Hermo-
genes, Simmias, Cebes, Phaedondas) were kaloi kagathoi and therefore able
to manage properly their oikos,9 their slaves, their household members,10 and
their friends, and to be good citizens,11 it is also true that none of them became

their eloquence in courts of law or intended to learn judicial eloquence: Xenophon prob-
ably expresses himself in this way because he thinks that there is only one kind of elo-
quence, only one art of speaking effectively, which can be employed in any field, in the
assembly as in courts of law.

7 Here and elsewhere I chose to avoid translating the word oikos owing to its untranslatable
polysemy, since it refers to the house as well as to the family and to the estate.

8 It is possible that Xenophon’s silence arises from a feeling of rivalry, jealousy and even
hostility towards other Socratics who were probably more renowned than he was (Plato
and Antisthenes above all). Antisthenes however, besides being one of the characters of
Symposium, is mentioned as a regular follower of Socrates in Mem. 3.11.17 and is Socrates’
interlocutor in a short dialogue about friendship (Mem. 2.5) while Plato ismentioned only
once inMemorabilia (andnever in any otherwork of Xenophon), in 3.6.1 (see n. 22). Differ-
ent ancient sources (see, e.g., Gellius, 14.3; Athenaeus, 504e–505b; Diogenes Laertius, 2.57;
3.34) also hint at a rivalry between Xenophon and Plato. On the contrary, there is nothing
to be astonished at in Xenophon’s absence from this list, because it was clearly impossible
to state that Xenophon, sentenced to exile, never met with any charge. Moreover Xeno-
phon, even if we suppose that his sentence to exile had nothing to do with his service in
the Thirty’s cavalry, could not in any case be mentioned as an exemplary follower, since
he was at any rate involved in the oligarchic government.

9 This is true undoubtedly of Crito, who owned a wealthy oikos to run, and probably also
for Simmias and Cebes, presumably well-off, since Crito, in the homonymous dialogue,
mentions them among those Socrates’ friends who were ready to pay out money to allow
him to escape from prison (Cri. 45b). We are unable to say anything about Phaedondas,
mentioned only in Phaedowith Simmias and Cebes (Phd. 59c). Hermogenes is oftenmen-
tioned by Plato and is abundantly present in Xenophon’s Socratic works: in Apology he is
Xenophon’s declared source on Socrates’ trial, whereas in Symposium he is introduced
as wealthy Callias’ poor half-brother; in Memorabilia he is quoted again as a source on
Socrates’ trial (4.8.4–10) and as a close friend of Socrates, who recommends him as a com-
petent oikonomos (estatemanager), thus providing him a job that will allow him to get out
of his condition of indigence (2.10.2–6).

10 As far as Chaerecrates is concerned, it is Socrates who explains to him how he should
manage his relationship with his brother Chaerephon (Mem. 2.3).

11 Above all Chaerephon, an exile during the Thirty’s government, should certainly appear
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a politician of any importance.While that need not concern us, it is very impor-
tant to stress the close connection between being kaloi kagathoi and being able
to manage properly the things mentioned above, which ultimately consist of
just two spheres: the oikos (to which slaves and household members belong,
the oiketai and the oikeioi, whose connection with oikos is also etymologically
clear) and the polis, while the friends, the philoi, form a link between those two
areas.12 As a matter of fact, even if oikos and polis are two distinct spheres, we
should never forget that in Xenophon the difference between oikos and polis is
of a merely quantitative nature, as is explicitly stated in Mem. 3.4.12. Therefore
the qualities that are necessary to run one’s own oikos well are the same that
are necessary to govern a polis (see again 3.4.12; see also 3.4.6; 3.6.4; 3.6.14–15)
and, as we will see, consist of some necessary technical competence as well as
the gift of gaining willing obedience, in other words the ability to exercise true
leadership. Of course reflection on the subject of leadership is a leitmotiv that
can be found in all Xenophon’s works in all their variety, inMemorabilia as well
as in Oeconomicus, in Anabasis as well as in Cyropaedia, in Agesilaus as well as
in Hiero.13

But it is especially in the second part of Memorabilia, the apomnemoneutic
section, that Socrates’ function as a political teacher stands out clearly: this is
nothing to be astonished at because the apomnemoneutic section, as shown
by V.J. Gray in her classic book,14 amplifies a set of subjects that are already
present in the apologetic section. This function of political teacher is especially
evident in Mem. 3.1–7 and, as we will see later, acquires very important signif-
icance in the last two conversations, the conversation with Glaucon and the
conversation with Charmides. Nor should we forget the political weight of the
first dialogue with Aristippus (Mem. 2.1), and above all we must bear in mind

to Athenians as a good citizen, and even a model citizen: it is probable that Xenophon
mentioned him because, owing to his close friendship with Socrates and his political
vicissitudes, he was particularly suited to disprove Socrates’ supposed sympathies with
oligarchy.

12 Moreover thedialogues of books 2 and3 (more exactly thoseof 2.2–3.7) also seem to follow
this pattern of progressive broadening: while the dialogues of 2.2–3 concern the relation-
ships inside the oikos, the dialogues of 2.4–10 regard the relationships with the philoi, the
friends, and the dialogues of 3.1–7 are about matters concerning the government of the
polis.

13 This leitmotiv is not even absent in works which, at first sight, could seem innocent tech-
nical treatises: it is sufficient to consider, in order to give one and only instance, a work
such as Hipparchicus.

14 Gray 1998: see particularly 123–158. On Gray 1998 see Bevilacqua 2002.
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that Socrates takes on the role of a political teacher with Euthydemus, who can
be rightly regarded as his paradigmatic follower and who aims at becoming
an important politician, a leader in his city, as is openly stated. Euthydemus
indeed intends to surpass all his fellow citizens ‘in skill in speaking and acting’
(Mem. 4.2.1: τῷ δύνασθαι λέγειν τε καὶ πράττειν), i.e., in skill in politics, and is
persuaded he can do that without any teacher and without learning the most
difficult art, the art of acting effectually in politics (4.2.3–7). So, when Socrates
asks him if he craves ‘that virtue by which men become skilled politicians and
managers, able to rule and be useful to others and themselves’ (4.2.11: ταύτης τῆς
ἀρετῆς … δι’ ἣν ἄνθρωποι πολιτικοὶ γίγνονται καὶ οἰκονομικοὶ καὶ ἄρχειν ἱκανοὶ καὶ
ὠφέλιμοι τοῖς τε ἄλλοις ἀνθρώποις καὶ ἑαυτοῖς), Euthydemus can only acknowl-
edge he aims for that virtue that immediately afterwards Socrates defines as
‘the most beautiful virtue and the greatest art: it belongs to kings and is called
royal’ (4.2.11: τῆς καλλίστης ἀρετῆς καὶ μεγίστης … τέχνης· ἔστι γὰρ τῶν βασιλέων
αὕτη καὶ καλεῖται βασιλική).15 After this premise, Socrates guides Euthydemus
through a course of study that also can be rightly regarded as paradigmatic.
First of all Euthydemus is subjected to an elenchos, indeed to a very hard suc-
cession of elenchoi (4.2.11–39), which aim both at destroying his wrong opin-
ions, his false knowledge, and at testing if he is inclined to follow Socrates
in an exemplary course of study. The elenchos indeed, as shown by Dorion,16
aims at selecting those who are worth becoming his followers, i.e., those who,
like Euthydemus, after the upsetting experience of elenchos, instead of run-
ning away from Socrates, resolve to frequent him with great assiduity (4.2.40).
As for Socrates, as soon as the potential follower shows that he has positively
passed thehard test of the elenchos and therefore is ready towelcomehis teach-
ing, Socrates spares him such further torments (4.2.40: ἥκιστα μὲν διετάραττεν)
and guides him through a succession of didactic conversations, of straightfor-
ward lessons. The first lesson is about divine providence and the cult of the
gods (4.3), the second one is about enkrateia, i.e., self-control (4.5), while the
following conversation (4.6), which is rather heterogeneous and fragmentary,
is concerned with definitions of piety (4.6.2–4), justice (4.6.5–6), knowledge
(4.6.7), the good (4.6.8), the beautiful (4.6.9), and courage (4.6.10–11) and ends
in a series of Socrates’ considerations (in reported speech) about the difference
between monarchy and tyranny (4.6.12) and about the tasks and competences
of a good citizen (4.6.14). I do not believe that it is by chance that, in a kind of

15 On the basilichē technē, the royal art, see Dorion 2004 and, more recently, Edmunds 2015.
16 Bandini and Dorion CLXXVI–CLXXVIII; the function of selection of the elenchos in Mem.

4.2, was already stressed by Morrison 1994: 185–191.
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Ringkomposition, political considerations conclude Euthydemus’ educational
training, which had begun precisely with his need to learn the art of politics.
The next chapter (4.7) indeed, though it completes the road of Socratic educa-
tional training, does not consist of a dialoguewithEuthydemusbut just reports,
again in reported speech, Socrates’ opinions about the importance and care
required by different subjects of study, opinions that strictly limit the study
of those subjects to the aspects susceptible of practical utilization. But it is
very important to stress that, before beginning to relate the different steps of
the education of Euthydemus, a follower of Socrates and would-be politician,
Xenophon provides a further reply to the hypothetical charge mentioned in
1.2.17 (according to which Socrates should not have taught his friends politics
beforemoderation).Hedeclares resolutely that Socrates didnothasten tomake
his friends become ‘skilled in speaking and acting’, i.e., in politics, but believed
that, before going into politics, they should acquire sophrosynē, moderation,
because he was persuaded that those who are clever at politics, without being
providedwithmoderation, would only bemore unjust andmore able to do evil
than anybody else (4.3.1: ἀδικωτέρους τε καὶ δυνατωτέρους κακουργεῖν ἐνόμιζεν
εἶναι). If we compare this statement with the first conversation with Aristip-
pus (Mem. 2.1), which clearly has enkrateia, self-control, as its central subject
(2.1.1) and stresses that enkrateia is necessary to those who want to rule (2.1.1–
5; 2.1.7; 2.1.17–19), but also, more generally speaking, to those who want to run
their oikoswell, benefit their friends and be useful to their city (2.1.19), that is be
good citizens,17 we cannot help drawing the conclusion that enkrateia, besides
being the foundation of virtue (Mem. 1.5.4), is the necessary prerequisite, so to
say, of any political action and therefore of a good citizen and, evenmore so, of
the politician, of the political leader.

Therefore Socrates offers himself explicitly as a political teacher of those
whom we can regard as his followers18 and this is his way of participating in

17 To run one’s oikos well, to benefit one’s friends and to avail one’s city are placed on a line
of continuity, in a prospect of a progressive broadening (see above and n. 12); they are all
eminently political activities, because between oikos and polis there is a merely quanti-
tative difference (see above), and the relationships with friends also have strong political
connotations. Onpolitical connotations of philoi (friends) and philia (friendship) inMem-
orabilia and particularly in Mem. 2.6, see Tamiolaki 433–460.

18 As far as Socrates is concerned, Xenophon, as is common knowledge, never uses the word
μαθηταί, ‘pupils’, but almost always the expression οἱ συνόντες / οἱ ξυνόντες (or, less fre-
quently, other similar expressions), i.e., literally ‘those whowere together with him’, ‘those
who associated with him’, because Xenophon asserts that Socrates never proclaimed him-
self a teacher (Mem. 1.2.3), even though elsewhere he acknowledges that Socrates was
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politics: he does not intervene in politics personally19 but commits himself
as a teacher to enable as many men as possible to do so, as he openly states
in the answer to Antiphon (Mem. 1.6.15). But in Memorabilia Socrates does
not confine his activity as a political teacher or at least as a political counsel-
lor to his followers: in the first seven chapters of book 3 we see him engaged
in giving his advice to politicians, all but one of whom are outside the circle
of his habitual followers. Indeed it is only in 3.1 that the conversation takes
place between Socrates and a follower of his, an anonymous figure who aims
at becoming a strategos, a commander-in-chief of the army.20 In the follow-
ing dialogues Socrates’ interlocutors are an anonymous strategos who has just
been elected (3.2); an equally anonymous hipparchos, a cavalry commander,21
he too just elected (3.3); a citizen, Nicomachides, disappointed and irritated
because he has not been elected as a strategos (3.4); Pericles the Younger, he
too just elected as a strategos (3.5); and then two particularly important inter-
locutors, Glaucon and Charmides, who appear in the last two dialogues, which
form a kind of sub-unit within these seven chapters. The dialogue with Glau-
con (3.6) and the dialogue with Charmides (3.7) in fact constitute a kind of
diptych: in the former Socrates deals with a young man who wants to go into
politics, even though he does not possess, as Socrates will show, the necessary
competence; in the latter, on the contrary, Socrates’ interlocutor, Charmides, is
a man provided with all the necessary abilities, as Socrates himself will state,
but who is reluctant to come forward and enter politics. Therefore Socrates will
endeavour to dissuade Glaucon from his plan and will advise him to prepare
himself with the utmost care for the tasks he intends to perform, while he will
strongly encourage Charmides to go into politics.We remark incidentally that,
also in reference to their relationshipwith Socrates, they forma special groupof
their own: they are neither followers of Socrates, like Euthydemus, Antisthenes,
Apollodorus, Aristippus, Aristodemus, Epigenes, and the othermenmentioned

engaged in teaching (Mem. 1.2.10; 1.2.17; 1.2.27; 1.2.31; 1.6.1; 1.6.3; 1.6.14; 2.6.30–32; 3.7.5; 4.2.40;
4.7.1; see also Ap. 20–21; 26).

19 On Socrates’ refusal to dabble personally in politics and the different motivations given
by Xenophon and Plato a really valuable contribution is offered by Dorion 2013b.

20 But actually, on this occasion, Socrates’ speech is also addressed not to his follower, who
aspires to be a strategos, as much as to Dionysodorus, a self-styled expert and master of
the art of war, to whom the follower of Socrates incautiously had applied.

21 Thehipparchoi, the two commanders of Athenian cavalry, though subordinate to the strat-
egoi, held an office of remarkablemilitary importance, even if of scarce political weight; it
was also an office that, on the groundof his personal experience of cavalryman,Xenophon
deemed of great importance, as it is shown by his Hipparchicus.
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in Mem. 1.2.48, nor strangers, like the interlocutors of the four previous dia-
logues. Glaucon is Plato’s brother, and Xenophon himself states that Socrates
resolves to act to deter him from his awkward and useless attempts, owing to
his benevolence towards Charmides (Glaucon and Plato’s uncle) and Plato22
(3.6.1: εὔνους ὢν αὐτῷ διά τε Χαρμίδην τὸν Γλαύκωνος καὶ διὰ Πλάτωνα). As for
Charmides, though he is never called a follower of Socrates,23 nevertheless he
is introduced as a man who deserves his appreciation (3.7.1), which Socrates
himself will demonstrate during their conversation. But these two dialogues
have another side in common, their great political significance. In the dialogue
with Glaucon the specific competencies of the politician are singled out and
defined, while in the dialogue with Charmides Socrates gives voice to a very
harsh criticism of democracy, which he regards as a political system with seri-
ous structural faults.24 In the dialogue with Glaucon, in fact, Socrates discloses
Glaucon’s total inadequacy in regard to apolitician’s necessary skills: on theone
hand specific competencies in economic (3.6.4–6) and military fields (3.6.7–
11), on the other hand the ability to obtain other men’s confidence, other men’s
spontaneous obedience, an ability that is the essential feature of a true leader25

22 As is common knowledge, this is the only circumstance in which Xenophon mentions
Plato and it is ambiguous: on the one hand Xenophon acknowledges Socrates’ special
favour towards Plato, on the other hand Plato is implicitly included among those rela-
tives who had unsuccessfully tried to deter Glaucon from his inconsiderate designs, and
this certainly does not do Plato credit and sounds subtly mocking of him.

23 Probably owing to residual apologetical purposes, since Charmides’ role in the Thirty’s
governmentwasnot a secondaryoneat all. Rather similarly Plato,who introducesCharmi-
des as Socrates’ principal interlocutor, togetherwithCritias, in the homonymous dialogue,
at the end of the dialogue shows us a Socrates who somewhat distances himself from
young Charmides, saying that he is worried about what Charmides could do in future
(Chrm. 176c–d).

24 It would not be excessive to say that in the dialogue with Charmides democracy appears
to be a system undermined by structural vices (not eliminable because they relate to the
decisional power of the popular assembly, which is formed by a mass of incompetent
men), and is therefore not a system that could be reformed. So it is not astonishing that
Athenaion Politeia, a product of a much sharper mind, was included among Xenophon’s
works, since there is a substantial political consonance between this short work, which
stresses that it is not possible to reform democracy, and the firm beliefs that come out in
this dialogue (and not only in it): a consonance that certainly the contemporaries and the
immediately following generations could grasp much better than we could.

25 The reflection on the problem of leadership runs through Xenophon’s whole production,
but undoubtedly this reflection is the main subject of Cyropaedia, whose composition
takes place over a long period of time, the sameperiod towhichwe should probably assign
Memorabilia 2.2–3.14, a sectionwhich seems to have beenwritten not only after the apolo-
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(3.6.15). The importance of this conversation lies not only and not so much
in confirming the conception of politics as a techne, as specific professional
knowledge, which is another leitmotiv of Memorabilia,26 but also and above
all in making explicitly clear the constituents of that techne, i.e., the specific
competencies in the economic and political military fields, as well as the dis-
tinctive feature that is the basis for true leadership, i.e., the ability to obtain
spontaneous and voluntary obedience.27

But on the political ground the conversation with Charmides appears even
more meaningful because there is a contemptuous, severe, merciless criticism
of Athenian democracy, and Socrates does not hesitate to take on explicitly the
role of a political teacher, if only in a destructive way.

Xenophon’s Socrates as a Political Teacher: pars destruens

The choice of Charmides as Socrates’ interlocutor and, what is more, as a fig-
ure Socrates himself positively characterizes from a political point of view at
the beginning of the dialogue,28 seems already to foreshadow an intransigent
criticism not only of political life in the Athens of the late fifth century, but of
Athenian democracy tout-court. In this dialogue, in fact, all legitimacy is denied
to any decision made by the ekklesia:29 the ekklesia (i.e., the assembly of all

getic section, but also after that part of apomnemoneutic section formed by 1.3–2.1 and
4.1–8. For this hypothesis about the different periods of composition of Memorabilia (a
hypothesis which I intend to examine again and more closely with all necessary caution
and exactitude) see Bevilacqua 2010: 42 n. 173.

26 See Mem. 1.2.9; 1.2.59; 2.6.38; 3.1.2; 3.1.4; 3.5.21–23; 3.6.2–18; 3.7.7; 3.9.10–11; 3.9.15; 4.2.2–7.
27 Another politically important aspect of this dialogue is the purely quantitative difference

established, in a more explicit way than elsewhere, between oikos and polis (see above,
n. 17); therefore the qualities that are necessary to run the oikos and to govern the polis are
substantially the same: see also Oec. 13.5; 21.2–9.

28 A positive judgement of Charmides and of his qualities as a politician is indirectly attri-
buted to Socrates in the formulaic introduction of the dialogue (3.7.1: Χαρμίδην δὲ τὸν
Γλαύκωνος ὁρῶν ἀξιόλογον μὲν ἄνδρα ὄντα καὶ πολλῷ δυνατώτερον τῶν τὰ πολιτικὰ τότε πρατ-
τόντων: ‘When he saw that Carmides, son of Glaucon, was a remarkable man and much
more capable than the politicians of that time’) and then is confirmed by Socrates’ state-
ments in the course of the conversation (see particularly 3.7.2–3; 3.7.5; 3.7.7; 3.7.9). We
should also not forget that Charmides also appears in a favourable light in Symposium,
where he gives voice to a series of well-known commonplaces of antidemocratic propa-
ganda (Symp. 4.29–32).

29 Therefore the procedure that was an alternative to the use of the lottery to select public
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Athenian citizens) is composed of craftsmen, farmers, merchants and people
who care only for their little everyday trades (3.7.6) and therefore by incom-
petent people (3.7.7), by the weakest and most stupid men of all (3.7.5). So
Charmides,who can rightly regard himself as superior not only to the incompe-
tent men who form the ekklesia, but also to the politicians (3.7.7), must attend
to public affairs, must engage in politics: not only will Athenian citizens bene-
fit from it, but also will Charmides’ friends and Charmides himself, as Socrates
states in the close of his speech and of the whole dialogue (3.7.9). This state-
ment is not as innocuous as we might think at first sight, because the word
philoi (friends) certainly is not devoid of a political meaning. Even if we do
not think of a proper hetaireia,30 nevertheless this passage hints at a group of
friends bound together by very definite political aims, those who are power-
fully elucidated in one of the conversations about friendship, the conversation
with Critobulus (Mem. 2.6): it is just during this conversation that Socrates goes
so far as to outline an explicitly political plan, whose nature is unmistakably
oligarchic. So the pars destruens of Socrates as a political teacher, his radical
criticism of democracy, is linked with a pars construens, a plan of an oligarchic
government entrusted to the group of the kaloi kagathoi bound together by a
pact of mutual philia, of mutual friendship.

Xenophon’s Socrates as a Political Teacher: pars construens

In the dialogue with Critobulus about friendship and more precisely about
what kind of men should be chosen as friends (Mem. 2.6), Socrates outlines
a political plan of openly oligarchic nature (2.6.22–27), a plan that has gener-
ally passedunnoticedby scholars, perhaps because it is not expounded in those
dialogues whose nature is clearly political (the first seven of book 3), but in a
dialogue about friendship. First of all we should consider what Socrates says
and try to single out the most important and significant aspects of his speech,
and thenwe should try to answer two crucial questions. Socrates begins by say-
ing that men nourish contradictory feelings towards other men, both friendly

officials (to which Xenophon does not deny that Socrates was adverse: see 1.2.9), i.e., the
election, is implicitly deprived of its legitimacy; for an explicit denial of legitimacy of both
procedures see 3.9.10.

30 We should remember, however, that the hetaireiai (a kind of political clubs) had a very
long life: in Athens, particularly, they were still active and working in the fourth century;
see the classic book of Pecorella Longo 1971. About the political connotations of words
philoi and philia in Xenophon’s Memorabilia see above n. 17.
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and hostile (2.6.21), but he says also that nevertheless friendship links together
the kaloi kagathoi (2.6.22) because, owing to virtue (2.6.22: διὰ γὰρ τὴν ἀρετήν),
they are able not only to be content with a modest wealth without aiming
at increasing it exceedingly through war,31 but also to master their yearning
for food, drink, and sex (2.6.22), as well as to give up avidity and share their
goods with their friends (2.6.23). Immediately afterwards Socrates will explain
his political plan, but we should dwell upon these two sections (2.6.22–23) that
are the necessary introduction to such a plan. Here in fact Socrates articulates
thosemoral featureswhich, according to him, are peculiar to the kaloi kagathoi,
showing that they are provided (and implicitly are the only men so provided)
with sophrosynē (2.6.22: αἱροῦνται … τὰ μέτρια κεκτῆσθαι) and, above all, that
they possess the enkrateia that is the basis of virtue (Mem.1.5.4), necessary to
anyonewho aims at power, andwhich here is laid as the foundation of collabo-
rative behaviours that (mark this point!) are carried out only within the group.
Once this premise is grasped, here is the crucial passage: ‘And howwould it not
be natural that the kaloi kagathoi share among themselves also public offices,
not onlywithout anyharm, but, on the contrary,withmutual benefits?’ (2.6.24).
Here Socrates puts forward, with utmost, brutal clearness, a political proposal
that aims at establishing a political system of openly oligarchic nature. In fact,
one of the distinctions, if not the fundamental distinction, between democracy
and oligarchy is the extent of the citizenship: inclusive in the democracy, which
extends it to all free males,32 exclusive in the oligarchy, which restricts it to a
narrow group, usually the group of those who own land properties, and denies
citizenship to the banausoi, the craftsmen who live on manual labour only.33
A model case, in this sense, is Sparta, where citizenship is the exclusive priv-

31 We should remember that a belligerent foreign policy was always supported by demo-
cratic leaders in view of the advantages that it brought to the poorer classes.

32 As a matter of fact, democratic cities were also inclined to make laws in order to restrict
citizenship: we should remember that in 451/450 the Athenians themselves, perhaps to
avoid that themetoikoi (foreign residents) could make claims to citizenship, introduced a
law that restricted citizenship to those whose parents were both Athenian.

33 We should not forget that in Oec. 4.2–3, Xenophon, through Socrates’ mouth, asserts that
the so-called banausikai occupations (i.e., the occupations of the banausoi) leave a man
no spare time to be concerned about his friends and city, and so those who practise those
occupations seem to treat their friends badly and to defend their countries badly too; then
he adds, with a clear allusion to Sparta, that in the cities that excel in war none of the
citizens is allowed to work at the banausikai occupations, which implies that those who
practise them are excluded from citizenship. Aristotle’s opinion is not dissimilar, as he
admits that the polis cannot dowithout banausoi (Pol. 4.4.1290b38–1291a4), butmaintains
that the banausoimust be excluded from citizenship (Pol. 3.5.1277b33–1278a13).
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ilege of a class of warriors, the Spartiates, each of whom owns an inalienable
allotment of land. Both supporters of democracy and of oligarchy were aware
of this basic distinction: it is clearly shown by the Thirty who, led by Critias,
had hastened to limit citizenship to three thousand citizens (Hell. 2.3.18); and
we must remember that the disagreement between Critias and Theramenes
(withwhomXenophon sympathizes) about thismatter concerned the number
of citizens, which Theramenes deemed arbitrarily chosen,34 not the principle
of restricting citizenship to an elite (Hell. 2.3.17–20; 2.3.48–49).

Here we can see a first point: Socrates’ political proposal shows a significant,
not casual coincidencewith theThirty’s political plan, a planwhich, in itsmod-
erate version (Theramenes’ version),Xenophonhad shared, as it is shownbyhis
service in the Thirty’s cavalry,35 a plan he thought excellent when he was writ-
ing this dialogue between Socrates and Critobulus (an interlocutor, as we will
see, not casually chosen). The dialogue between Socrates and Charmides not
only proves that, in the periodwhen it waswritten,36 Xenophon, though he had
not forgotten his purpose of apologizing for Socrates, deemed it less important,
but also and above all shows that Xenophon intended to reclaim themoral dig-
nity and the political competence of a man who, like Xenophon himself, had
believed in the Thirty’s political plan: a kind of posthumous rehabilitation of
Charmides, but also, indirectly, of Xenophon himself.

Socrates suggests that the government of the city, the public offices, should
be the exclusive privilege of the kaloi kagathoi, and does not hesitate to com-
pare political competition to athletic contests,37 with the difference that, while
in athletic contests the strongest men are not allowed to join together in order
to defeat the weakest because in this way they would win all the prizes, in the
political competition, on the contrary, nobody prevents the kaloi kagathoi, who

34 InHell. 2.3.19, Theramenesmaintains that the number of three thousand citizens does not
necessarily coincide with the number of the kaloi kagathoi, who must be all included in
the list of citizens.

35 On Xenophon’s service in the Thirty’s cavalry see Delebecque 1957: 61–64; the first scholar
who formulated the hypothesis that Xenophon served in theThirty’s cavalrywas Schwartz
(1889: 165).

36 A comparatively late period, perhaps the same in which the dialogue between Socrates
and Critobulus was written: some clues could induce one to think that, within the apom-
nemoneutic section, the section 2.2–3.14 was written after the part that could have been
the original core of the apomnemoneutic section, a core formed by 1.3–2.1, and 4.1–8; see
n. 25.

37 In Cyr. 1.5.9–10, we find a comparison between military action and athletics, but without
any allusion to the possibility of the strongest athletes joining together in order to defeat
their competitors.
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are the strongest, from ‘benefitting the city with the help of those they like
better’ (2.6.26), as Socrates euphemistically says. In otherwords, as the compar-
ison with athletic contests suggests, nobody prevents the kaloi kagathoi from
monopolizing all the prizes, i.e., public offices. The kaloi kagathoi indeed are
the strongest and this is indirectly corroborated by the fact that, according to
what Socrates says (Mem. 3.7.5–6), the craftsmen, themerchants and thosewho
practise their trades in the agora are not only ‘the most stupid’ (ἀφρονέστατοι),
but also ‘theweakest’ (ἀσθενέστατοι).The kaloi kagathoi are the strongest, first of
all, economically, as is shown by Mem. 4.2.37, where it is openly stated that the
demos is formedby thepoor: therefore it is clear, thoughSocrates does notmen-
tion it, that the demos appears as the group opposed to the kaloi kagathoi.38 But
the kaloi kagathoi are not only the strongest: immediately afterwards (2.6.27),
Socrates does not hesitate to establish an equivalence, on the one hand, among
‘the best’ (βέλτιστοι), the ‘minority’ (ἐλάττονες), the ‘good’ (χρηστοί), i.e., the
kaloi kagathoi (after all, thewealthy), and, on the other hand, among ‘theworst’
(χείρονες), the ‘majority’ (πλείονες), the ‘wicked’ (πονηροί), i.e., the demos (ulti-
mately, the poor). It is a typical equivalence of antidemocratic propaganda,
but here, more emphatically than in other contexts, it plays on the semantic
ambiguity of such words as beltistoi / cheirones and chrestoi / poneroi, which
are provided with a double connotation, both ethical and social. Besides, as
we have just seen (2.6.22), the kaloi kagathoi have been shown to be the only
men provided with the enkrateia that is not only the basis of virtue, but is also
necessary to anyone who aims at power. Therefore in 2.6.22–27, Socrates does
not just suggest a plan of an openly oligarchic political system, in which polit-
ical offices are the exclusive privilege of the kaloi kagathoi, but also gives this
plan an important ethical legitimation: only the kaloi kagathoi are provided
with the enkrateia39 that enables them not only to practise amutual collabora-
tion, devoid of any kind of greed and envy (2.6.23), but even to share food and
drink (2.6.22), wealth (2.6.23) and last public offices (2.6.24), of course for the
declared purpose of doing the city good (2.6.25–26). And this ethical legitima-
tion for an oligarchic political system is the other point of great significance
offered by this passage.

38 The demos appears as the group opposed to the kaloi kagathoi in Thucydides, 8.48.5–6,
where there is also a clear connection between the oligarchy and the kaloi kagathoi.

39 The fact that the kaloi kagathoi are satisfied with the modest patrimony they own (2.6.22:
τὰ μέτρια κεκτῆσθαι) should be included more in the sphere of sophrosynē than in the
sphere of enkrateia, though in Xenophon’s works the two are nearly synonymous: see n. 2.
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We should also add that the description of these kaloi kagathoi, with its
emphatic insistence on their ‘putting in common’40 food, wealth, public offices
within the group, cannot help reminding us of the Spartiates, the most well-
known example of a class of warriors who are exclusive holders of citizenship
and of the exclusive privilege of public offices. It was, of course, precisely the
politeia (i.e., the political system) of Sparta that represented amodel, and even
amyth, for the supporters of oligarchy: a model that Critias, the Thirty’s leader,
had tried to bring into Athens,41 a model in which Xenophon himself had
believed and which he had exalted, in spite of the bitterness of a partial dis-
appointment,42 in his Spartan Constitution.43

That in 2.6.22–27, a political system of an openly oligarchic nature is de-
scribed and evenpresented as desirable seems tome a conclusion that does not
allowmany doubts. Nevertheless there are two important questions left; I shall
not try to answer them, but only define their range and implications. The first
question is: what is denoted, in this passage but more generally in Xenophon,
by the expression kaloi kagathoi (that I have so far deliberately avoided translat-
ing), an expression usually translated as ‘gentlemen’ or equivalent expressions
in the different languages (‘gentiluomini’ / ‘galantuomini’ in Italian, ‘hommes de
bien’ in French by Dorion)? Which political group and / or which social class
does it refer to?The extremecomplexity of theproblem is reflected in thebroad
semantic range of this expression and in the different meanings in which it
was used: a full and detailed study of this matter has been made by F. Bourriot

40 See 2.6.22: κοινωνεῖν; 2.6.23: κοινωνεῖν; 2.6.24: κοινωνοὺς εἶναι; those expressions are con-
nected with κοινωνία, a key word of Greek political lexicon: see Finley 1970: 7–9; 17; 22–23.

41 Not accidentally, in his history of Greek literature, L. Canfora entitles the chapter concern-
ing Critias Crizia e la ‘laconizzazione’ dell’Attica (Canfora 2001: 341–352; see particularly
342–345).

42 A disappointment which, as is common knowledge, is expressed in the second to last
chapter of Spartan Constitution, wrongly regarded as spurious by some scholars; this dis-
appointment, however, does not concern in any way the political system established by
Lycurgus, but on the contrary it arises from the observation that Lycurgus’ laws are not
any longer respected.

43 As is common knowledge, there are ironic readings of Spartan Constitution, beginning
from the renowned essay by Strauss 1939. For a more nuanced but still somewhat ironic
reading of the Spartan Constitution, see Humble 547–575 in this volume. In this paper I
cannot argue against this reading of Spartan Constitution, I can only note that, generally
speaking, an approach of this kind, based on an ironic reading of the text, looking for a
concealedmessage (whichonly the ‘happy few’ can grasp), has given rise towell-grounded
doubts and strong objections: see, for instance, Gray 2011: 246–290; Dorion 2001.
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in an essay that is a fundamental startingpoint for any future research (Bourriot
1995). As far as Xenophon is concerned, another equally fundamental start-
ing point is the important contribution which F. Roscalla, making good use
of his rigorous and innovative studies of Oeconomicus,44 has devoted to the
use and meaning of the words kalogathia and kaloi kagathoi in Xenophon
(Roscalla 2004). According to Roscalla, the expression kaloi kagathoi in Xeno-
phon points to a very definite political group, which had its reference point
in Theramenes, a group of moderate conservatives who intended to keep its
distance from the crimes committed by the Thirty under the leadership of
Critias. As I have alreadymentioned, Theramenes himself, as Xenophon states,
was well-disposed to a restriction on citizenship and reservation of political
rights to a limited group of citizens (even if larger than three thousand citizens
imposed byCritias), but onwhat ground? It is probable that it was an economic
criterion: indeed, as Xenophon states, Theramenes had suggested that the new
politeia should arise from the support of those citizens who fought as cavalry-
men and as hoplites (Hell. 2.3.48). Therefore he had in mind a kind of citizen-
ship depending on wealth and so he intended to exclude from citizenship the
thetes, that is the poorest citizens;45 and the next words inTheramenes’ speech
(Hell. 2.3.49) seem to show that the citizens he referred to with the expression
kaloi kagathoi were precisely the cavalrymen and the hoplites.46 Nevertheless,
if we look into Oeconomicus, certainly a key text about this matter (and where,
not by accident, Socrates’ interlocutor is Critobulus again), the kalos kagathos
who in this work takes a prominent part and plays such an important role,
Ischomachus, is a wealthy landowner, belonging to the wealthiest class, the
class which was obliged to offer heavy liturgies (Oec. 11.9), the same class to

44 Besides Roscalla 1991, see also Roscalla 1990a and Roscalla 1990b.
45 It is not easy to determine how much the patrimony that separated the hoplites from

thetes amounted to: according to Pomeroy 1994: 224, it is likely to be in the fourth cen-
tury a patrimony of 2.000 drachmas. Nevertheless we should not forget that it is not quite
certain that the service as hoplite was tied to the class (and therefore to the income) of
the zeugitae: according to Rosivach 2002, the ancient sources do not offer convincing evi-
denceof this supposed connection.Theproblem is complex andcertainlydeserves further
research; but in this passage it is undoubted that Theramenes is speaking of the hoplites
as a precisely determined group, as well as the cavalrymen’s group: even if we admit that
it is not a group determined on the ground of their incomes, nevertheless it appears as a
group fairly well determined on a social ground.

46 It is significant that in Mem. 3.5.19, kalokagathia (an abstract noun which clearly derives
from kaloi kagathoi, a neologism created by Xenophon) appears as a distinguishing and
exclusive feature of cavalrymen and hoplites. See also Bourriot 1995: 289 and 314.
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whichCritobulus belongs (Oec. 2.3; 2.5–6).47 Therefore, according toOeconomi-
cus, the expression kaloi kagathoi seems to indicate a much narrower class,
the class of landowners who were well-off enough to fight as cavalrymen48
and be obliged to offer liturgies to the city. As we can see, the problem of a
more precise definition of the kaloi kagathoi, who are the central element of
the political plan of Mem. 2.6.22–27, is still unanswered. And there is another
question that remains open, a question I mentioned in the beginning of this
paper: in Mem. 1.2.18, Xenophon says that Socrates proved to his friends that he
was a kalos kagathos: now, in the light of the context, it is certainly possible to
understand it, looking at the ethical connotation of this expression, as ‘virtu-
ous man’, and indeed I translated it as ‘uomo virtuoso’.49 Nevertheless I think
that there is another problem: that is whether we can define Socrates too as a
kalos kagathos, giving this expression themeaning that we have just seen in the
case of Ischomachus, ameaning with a strong political and social connotation.
In my opinion, particularly according to Oeconomicus, where he appears quite
different from Ischomachus, Socrates is not a kalos kagathos, a gentleman;50
but, also regarding Oeconomicus and exactly regarding Oeconomicus, there are
opposite points of view: it is enough to mention Dorion’s interesting essay, just
republished.51

But another question still remains, a question that is certainly of minor inter-
est, perhaps, but not entirely insignificant. Socrates does not explain, not even
fleetingly, how the plan described in Mem. 2.6.22–27 could be carried out. Is
that an intentional reticence byXenophon, awonderfulmaster in the art of ret-
icence? Does it arise because a regime like that of the Thirty could not be pro-
posed again? Or, as seems more likely, it is because Xenophon, who had borne

47 Critobulus’ patrimony amounts to more than 50,000 drachmas (Oec. 2.3), while it is not
precisely stated howmuch Ischomachus’ patrimony amounts to.

48 Ischomachus indeed practises riding constantly and his riding emphasizes the manoeu-
vres that a cavalryman must perform in war (Oec. 11.17).

49 Bevilacqua 2010: 289. Similarly in Mem. 1.6.13, where it recurs twice, though used as an
adjective, I chose to translate it as ‘virtuoso’.

50 On the opposition between the kalos kagathos Ischomachus and Socrates see Danzig
2003, now in a revised version in Danzig 2010: 239–263. On Danzig 2010 see Bevilac-
qua 2012. Danzig (2010: 246 and n. 17) however maintains that the true kalos kagathos
is Socrates.

51 Dorion 2008. Roscalla too (2004: 117–121), while he thinks that Plato’s Socrates has noth-
ing to do with the kaloi kagathoi, whom Socrates in fact sets himself against, maintains
that Xenophon introduces Socrates as the kalos kagathos above all, and thus includes him
among the historical kaloi kagathoi.
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the burden of that ruinous experience,52 though he did not disown it entirely,
ultimately tended towards a pacific course, which aimed at an agreement
among the kaloi kagathoi and relied on their economic and political strength
in order to establish an oligarchic government, free frombrutality and excesses
but firmly in their hands? Last there is a third possibility that cannot be ex-
cluded. The political plan outlined by Socrates could be read in a soft version,
as a plan that does not aim at overthrowing the institutions of democracy in
order to replace them by an oligarchic political system, but aims in a simpler
way (and in away doubtless easier to carry out) at securing all public offices, all
positions of power, for the kaloi kagathoi, but still within an institutional sys-
tem of a democratic kind. Exactly because the kaloi kagathoi are the strongest,
both politically and economically, they easily could, through an agreement to
keep their group united, achieve a peaceful sharing of public offices and there-
fore the total control of the polis: essentially an oligarchic system in actual fact
within a formally democratic system.53

And Plato’s Socrates?

A long interpretative tradition has stressed the loyalty of Plato’s Socrates to
the laws of democratic Athens, a loyalty that led as far as self-sacrifice, and in
which many scholars have claimed to discover his genuine assent to the prin-
ciples of democracy.54 This tradition has been and is still so deep-rooted that it

52 Even if we admit that the sentence to exile was not caused by an event that occurred dur-
inghis service in theThirty’s cavalry, but byhis presence atCyrus’ expedition (see An. 3.1.5)
or by the circumstance that he fought at Coroneia on the side of the enemies of Athens,
nevertheless it is certain that the active role he played during the Thirty’s government
was a decisive factor in inducing him to escape the awkward situation of the democratic
restoration and to leave Athens in order to follow Cyrus, with all the adventures and mis-
adventures that expedition led to.

53 Even if we dutifully keep in mind the difference between democracy as the Greeks
intended and put into practice and democracy that characterizes the political systems
of those states that we call democratic today, it is impossible not to point out that within
undoubtedly democratic states (and even in states ruled by principles of a radical democ-
racy) oligarchic groups, strong in their economic power (which today means also the
control over themedia) and in their political weight, can get hold of the power (not simply
of the government).

54 This interpretation is also likely to have risen because, in our cultural tradition, Plato’s
Socrates always appeared not only as the archetype of ‘the just man unjustly condemned’
(to put it inM.Montuori’s words: seeMontuori 1998: 64–68), but also as the paradigmatic
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does not hesitate to disregard a whole set of passages that, however, should at
least stir some doubts. Even a scrupulous scholar like G. Vlastos does not deny
that Socrates was regarded by the Athenians both of his time55 and in the fol-
lowing generation,56 as hostile to the demos and entertaining secret oligarchic
feelings, but Vlastos firmly maintains that this opinion, though widespread,
was wrong.57 As is common knowledge, Vlastos thinks that historical Socrates
should be identified to a great extent with the Socrates of the earlier dialogues
of Plato:58 but are we really sure that the Socrates of the earlier dialogues of
Plato and, above all, of Apology and Crito, the dialogues from which scholars
usually try to grasp his political thought, is a true democrat, firmly convinced
of the excellence of Athenian democratic institutions or at least convinced that
these institutions, as distinct from the behaviour of Athenians of his time, were
better than those of any other polis? This is undoubtedly a complex problem
that would require a larger andmore detailed treatment than is possible in this
paper. Therefore I will confine myself to only two passages, which seem to me
particularly significant.

The first is Ap. 31c–32a: Socrates beginsby recalling that inhim there is some-
thing divine and demonic (31c–d: θεῖόν τι καὶ δαιμόνιον) which, since he was a
boy, has intervened like a kind of voice (31d: φωνή τις) to deter him from what
he is about to do, and it is because of the intervention of this voice that Socrates

teacher to whomwe, instinctively and unconsciously, shrink not only from attributing an
attitude hostile toward democracy, but even simply critical towards that democracy of
which we think we are the heirs.

55 The oration against Socrates written by the rhetor Polycrates a few years after the trial
and the death sentence against Socrates is exemplary of this attitude. This oration, as
is common knowledge, is lost, but we can reconstruct its contents through Mem. 1.2.9–
61, where Xenophon commits himself to refuting Polycrates’ charges, charges of a merely
political kind, which pitilessly and unequivocally reveal to us the backstage of a trial of an
exquisitely political nature, the archetypeof many trials against philosophers and intellec-
tuals. (Wemust remember that charges like Polycrates’ could not bemade against Socrates
in the trial, because the amnesty of 403, confirmed in 401 after the so-called war of Eleu-
sis, explicitly forbade the prosecution of anyone who had sided or sympathized with the
Thirty, unless he had committed a blood crime.)

56 See Vlastos 1994: 87–88, where he quotes a very significant passage of Aeschines (In Tim.
173), where the death sentence against the ‘sophist’ Socrates is connected to the fact that
Socrates had been Critias’ teacher.

57 See Vlastos 1994: 87; 90–108. The whole chapter on the attitude of historical Socrates
towards democracy is a revised version of Vlastos 1983.

58 This thesis characterizes particularly his best-known work: Vlastos 1991: see above all 45–
106.
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never engaged in politics (31d). As for this statement there is nothing to be
astonished at. But Socrates does not confine himself to explaining his absence
from political life as a dutiful act of reverence towards the divine and demonic
voice that is in him. Socrates instead wants to make clear that the intervention
of this voice is fully justified by the risk of death faced by anyone in Athenswho
intends to fight for justice (Ap. 31d–32a):

You know very well, Athenians, that if I had long ago undertaken to go
into politics, I would long ago be dead, without being of any use either to
you orme. And do not get angry withme if I tell the truth: there is noman
who can save himself if he frankly sets himself against you or any other
populace (πλήθει) and tries to prevent many unjust and unlawful actions
(πολλὰ ἄδικα καὶ παράνομα) from happening in the city; but it is unavoid-
able59 that the onewho really intends to fight for justice (ὑπὲρ τοῦ δικαίου),
if he wants to survive even for a short time, must live as a private citizen
and not go into politics.

It is impossible, in my opinion, not to see in these words a very harsh attack
both on Athenian democracy and on any other democracy. First of all on Athe-
nian democracy: indeed, if it is true that unlawful actions throw discredit on
those who do these actions, on those who infringe the laws,60 it is also true
that a situation of widespread unlawful actions (πολλὰ … παράνομα) certainly
casts a shadow on the excellence, on the effectiveness, of the laws themselves.
Ultimately the political system itself is called into question. In other words:
if breaking the laws is a fault that can be imputed to the citizens and to the
citizens only, then the value of the laws and of the political system is not dimin-
ished, but when breaking the laws becomes a current, widespread practice,
how is it possible to acquit from any responsibility the laws themselves and
the political system that is incapable of preventing systematic abuse? More-
over Socrates does not confine himself to speaking about unlawful actions, but
also speaks explicitly about unjust actions (ἄδικα), clearly distinct from unlaw-
ful actions (παράνομα): and in the case of unjust actions, though the personal
responsibility of thosewho commit unjust actions is undeniable, it is clear that,
if unjust actions and not only unlawful actions happen, this involves the global
system of the laws in force, which clearly allows unjust actions, not punished

59 ‘Unavoidable’ is indeed the meaning of the Greek anankaion in this passage.
60 Vlastos 1994: 93–95 stresses the responsibility of individuals in order to maintain that

Socrates does not make charges against the laws of Athens, but simply against the be-
haviour of his fellow citizens.
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by any penalty, to happen. The responsibility is still greater when these actions
are many, i.e., repeated, frequent and, very likely, of different kinds:61 a situa-
tion of unjust actions, not sporadic, not episodic, but repeated andwidespread,
systematically done, shows—together with unlawfulness and still more—the
inadequacy of the system of the laws and, in conclusion, of the whole politi-
cal system. But there is more: Socrates indeed goes so far as to say that in this
situation of widespread unlawfulness and injustice there is no possibility for
a remedy, no possibility for a change: on the contrary whoever commits him-
self to this purpose is destined not only to failure, but also to paying with his
own life for his care for justice (ὑπὲρ τοῦ δικαίου). It is difficult to imagine a
more explicit and severe indictment against the laws of Athens and, more gen-
erally, against Athenian democracy, an indictment that denies any possibility
of change, of improvement within the political and legislative system in force,
which therefore in the end appears not only flawed but also beyond reform.
An indictment that is confirmed a little later, in not too different words, in Ap.
32e–33a, when Socrates does not confine himself to stating that, if he had gone
into politics and come, as a good citizen, to the support of justice (εἰ … ἐβο-
ήθουν τοῖς δικαίοις),62 he could not have survived, but also adds that no other
man would be able to survive. Therefore it is not the subjective inadequacy
of Socrates that appears powerless and destined to failure, but the objective
situation of Athenian political life, of its laws and of its institutions, which
means that anyonewho intends to fight for justice andput an end to the spread-
ing unlawfulness and injustice is destined to failure and physical destruction.
Therefore Athenian democracy in the end appears as a political system that
cannot be reformed, that cannot be saved, and also as a cruel system. But the
indictment goes beyondAthenian democracy and seems to extend to any other
democratic polis, any other democracy. Let us examine again Ap. 31e. Socrates
says openly that ‘there is no man who can save himself if he frankly sets him-
self against you or any other populace (πλήθει)’, but this word, πλῆθος, does not
have a univocalmeaning: it certainlymeans ‘populace’,63 but also often denotes
the popular assembly, i.e., the physical and political place where the populace

61 In my opinion, indeed, in this context, πολλά entails that these unjust and unlawful
actions, precisely because they are many, are not all of the same kind, but of different
natures.

62 TheGreek text (Ap. 31e) ismore precise andmeaningful. Indeed literally it means: ‘if I had
come to the aid of justice’, which powerfully gives an idea of a justice that is threatened,
despised, in need of help.

63 See, e.g., Plato, Plt. 291d: ἡ τοῦ πλήθους ἀρχή, δημοκρατία τοὔνομα κληθεῖσα: ‘the rule of the
populace, called by the name of democracy’.
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gathers and expresses itself. If we consider this secondmeaning too, we can see
that the indictment uttered by Socrates is pointed at any democratic polis, as
it is based on the supremacy of the popular assembly.

The other passage I intend to consider is in Crito, a dialogue that has been
very often regarded as the most convincing andmost touching evidence of the
loyalty of Socrates (or at least of Plato’s Socrates) towards the laws of Athens,
and also as definitive proof of his attitude in favour of democracy. The pas-
sage is Cri. 51c–53a, a very significant part of the long speech that, in successive
steps, the Laws address to Socrates. The Laws, after reminding Socrates that
they begot him,64 reared him, brought him up (51c), and last that they dis-
tributed all available goods to him and to all his fellow citizens (51c–d), state
that they at any rate allow the citizenwhodoes not find them, the Laws, accept-
able to move elsewhere, anywhere he likes, carrying his own goods (51d–e).
Therefore, if a citizen, seeing how the Laws administer justice (τάς τε δίκας
δικάζομεν) and govern the polis in all other matters (καὶ τἆλλα τὴν πόλιν διοι-
κοῦμεν),65 resolves to remain, that means that through his deeds (ἔργῳ)66 he
consents to do what the Laws order (51e), and that means not only obedi-
ence to the Laws, but also the implicit acknowledgement of their positive
value. Then from the universal the Laws proceed to the particular case, i.e.,
to Socrates himself, saying that they have important proofs (μέγαλα … τεκμή-
ρια) that show Socrates was pleased with the city and its laws, proofs that are
punctiliously elucidated: Socrates, apart frommilitary expeditions, left Athens
only once, to attend the Isthmian games, never travelled, as many others used
to do, was never seized with the wish to know another city and other laws
(52b). From these proofs the Laws draw the logical conclusion that Socrates
liked the laws of Athens better than the laws of any other city and agreed to
live his life as a citizen according to the laws of Athens (52c). To this statement
the Laws add two further proofs: Socrates, among other things, also resolved

64 Because his father and his mother got married according to the laws of the city: see Cri.
50d.

65 While the first sentence could concern also criminal law and civil law, this second sen-
tence undoubtedly concerns the global political system of the city, ruled by those laws
that Vlastos 1994: 92, anachronistically calls constitutional (the very conception of con-
stitutional law, as distinguished from ordinary laws and provided with a specific status,
is indeed totally alien to Greek juridical thought). Nevertheless Vlastos is right when he
maintains that inCrito theAthenian laws that are in question, the laws that Socrates seems
to like better than the laws of other cities, are laws of a constitutional nature, because they
are the laws which regulate and define the political system of the polis.

66 As we will see, this word is not at all insignificant: see below.
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to bring his sons into the world precisely in Athens, thus showing that he was
pleased with the city (ὡς ἀρεσκούσης σοι τῆς πόλεως); and even at his trial he
confirmed his affection for the city by stating that he preferred a death sen-
tence to exile (52c).67 So Socrates showed that he liked Athens and its laws
better than other cities and their laws, and therefore he consented to live as
a citizen according to the laws of Athens, and that not in words but in deeds
(ἔργῳ ἀλλ’ οὐ λόγῳ): that is the conclusion that the Laws draw (52d). Last, the
Laws maintain, Socrates has had at his disposal no less than seventy years to
think it over and resolve to go elsewhere, if he was not pleased with the laws of
Athens: nevertheless Socrates not only never moved either to Sparta or Crete,
about which he nonetheless goes on repeating that they have good laws,68 or
to any other Greek or barbarian city, but on the contrary he left Athens much
less than crippled people, blind people and other disabled persons did (52e–
53a).

If now we consider again the whole passage (Cri. 51c–53a), the speech ap-
pears clear and seems to admit a single interpretation, a linear and univocal
one: Socrates, by his behaviour in awhole, long life showed that he likedAthens
and its laws better than any other city and did not even like Sparta or Crete bet-
ter than Athens, though he had always praised the laws of these places. But this
interpretation, at first sight convincing and quite obvious, becomes problem-
atic as soon as we ask (and this exactly is the turning point) about the nature of
this preference: in other words does the preference, which Socrates showed in
no less than the seventy years of his life for Athens, its laws and therefore the

67 See Ap. 37b–e. This reference is very interesting. It is true, indeed, that we could think it
was made for the readers of Apology, but it is unlikely that it is without any relation to
the speech delivered by the historical Socrates at his trial, a speech that would certainly
be remembered by all those who were present (besides the five hundred jurors, the many
Athenian citizens who were present at such an important trial).

68 Thewords addressed to Socrates by the Laws are literally: ‘Youdid not choose either Sparta
or Crete, about which you say, whenever the occasion arises (ἑκάστοτε), that they have
good laws’ (Cri. 52e). The expressive effectiveness of the adverb ἑκάστοτε is remarkable. It
emphasizes that Socrates is ready to praise the good laws of Sparta and Crete whenever
the occasion arises. It is necessary to observe that ‘to have good laws’ is the correct mean-
ing of εὐνομεῖσθαι. Vlastos (1994: 92 n. 13), on the contrary, since hemaintains that Socrates
likes the laws of Athens better than the laws of any other city and reproaches Athenians
only for not obeying the laws, says that in this passage εὐνομεῖσθαι does not mean that
Sparta and Crete have good laws, a good political system, but that in Sparta and Crete,
unlike in Athens, the laws are obeyed by citizens. But this is clearly interpretative twisting
on Vlastos’ part, which finds no support in the text nor corroboration elsewhere (the only
possible, but dubious, example is in Aeschines, In Tim. 5).
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democratic institutions of the city, automatically entail a political preference
for the Athenian democracy, or is it simply a preference in fact for Athens and
its democratic institutions? I think that this second interpretation, certainly
less obvious, deserves to be considered with the utmost attention. We should
not forget that Crito, no less than Apology, is marked by a very strong apolo-
getic purpose, nor should we forget Plato’s uncommon skill in manipulating
his readers, preparing apologetic strategies of wonderful effectiveness, which
at the same time shrink from lies and thus secure the precious advantage of
eluding refutation.

Therefore let us try to ask what Plato had at his disposal to show a Socrates
not only abiding by, but also devoted to the laws of Athens, the laws of a radical
democracy. Certainly not the speeches that Socrates used tomake, that anyone
could have heard in the agora (themarketplace) or in the streets of Athens. On
the contrary from Crito we conclude exactly the opposite: not only does it not
appear that Socrates praised the laws of Athens, but it turns out that he did not
miss an opportunity to praise the laws of Sparta and Crete, two strongholds
of oligarchy in the mind of the Greeks. Then Plato devises the only possible
way to shield Socrates from the suspicion of a disquieting attraction towards
oligarchy and to prove his preference for Athenian laws and institutions: to
establish an opposition between words and deeds, to the full advantage of the
latter. So, while Socrates’ repeated statements about the good laws of Sparta
and Crete are reduced, with kind indulgence, to the harmless talk that Socrates
used to repeat when he had the opportunity, his choice of continually living
in Athens is presented not only as a choice tenaciously confirmed in seventy
long years, but also as a fact, provided with enormously greater value than the
words.Moreover, while the praise bestowedby Socrates upon the laws of Sparta
and Crete forms only a very brief mention in passing (52e), his choice of living
in democratic Athens, a choice involving his sons as well, is given much space,
in a quite central position (51d–53a) in the long speech of the Laws (50a–54d).
At this point it is nearly impossible not to be persuaded by Plato’s clever argu-
mentation, by his subtly deceiving logic, whose power is increased (as nearly
always in Plato) by the moving beauty of the text. Our spontaneous reaction is
not to ask further questions, to be caught defenceless, to give up the necessary
critical distance,69 but with Plato, no less than with his Socrates, such an atti-

69 Rossetti has drawn attention many times to Plato’s uncommon cleverness in causing his
readers to be carried away by the modalities of the Socratic dialogue, until they lose the
necessary critical distance: see, above all, Rossetti 2011: 121–194; 215–244; 245–263. On Ros-
setti 2011 see Bevilacqua 2014.
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tude is dangerous. It is appropriate, and even necessary, to be able to retain a
little distrust.

If now, provided with such distrust, we read the passage in question again,
we can see that the text says essentially three things: that Socrates used to
express his appreciation of the laws of Sparta and Crete by his words; that in
fact he had chosen to live in Athens accepting its democratic political system;
last that from this choice of his it is right to infer that, beyond and against his
own statements, Socrates all his life had shown that he liked Athenian democ-
racy better than the oligarchies of Sparta and Crete. So Plato, though careful
not to say so openly, skilfully instills in his readers’ minds the proposition that
this preference in fact entails a political preference for democracy, but it is
a proposition without any foundation. Indeed the choice of living in Athens
entails only the acceptance of its laws and its institutions and not any prefer-
ence for that kind of political system. Loyalty to the laws and the institutions
of a democracy can be joined with the yearning for a different political system.
At the same time the scant appreciation for a democratic political system does
not at all require an automatic choice to move elsewhere. As far as this last
point is concerned, the counter-check is provided historically by the fact that
nobody among the supporters of oligarchy ever decided to move on his own
initiative to Sparta or to other cities ruled by an oligarchic political system. As
is clearly shown both by the short-lived coup d’état of the Four Hundred in 411
and, above all, the coup d’état of the Thirty in 404, the aim of the oligarchs
was to establish an oligarchic government in Athens and to turn Athens into
another Sparta.70 Of course I certainly do not want to suggest that the Socrates
of Crito and Apologywished to see democratic institutions overthrown and an
oligarchic government established in their place; I only want to stress that nei-
ther of these two texts shows a Socrates persuaded of the excellence of the
Athenian laws and of the democratic political system. Even in Crito, it is worth
repeating, we find only heroic loyalty towards the laws of Athens, loyalty that
Socrates shows by his self-sacrifice, but there is nothing that declares a positive
political opinion about those laws.

It would certainly be excessive to maintain that in Apology and in Crito the
picture of Socrates as a supporter of oligarchy and philo-Spartan is introduced,
but undoubtedly he does not appear as a supporter, even a critical supporter, of
that Athenian democracy to which he addresses very strong censures, to such
a point that he presents it as a political system that cannot be improved.

70 See above and n. 41.
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Therefore the Socrates of Crito and Apology, though he cannot be super-
imposed on the Socrates of Memorabilia (who is openly oligarchic, in spite
of Xenophon’s apologetic engagement), nevertheless offers remarkable points
of contact with Xenophon’s Socrates; and it is above all the comparison with
the Socrates of Memorabilia that leads us to a more cautious reading of Crito
and Apology, one which allows us to grasp the political attitudes expressed by
Socrates without being distracted by Plato’s apologetic strategies, by his clever-
ness in manipulating his readers, by the emotional impact of his writing.

The argument that has been presented here is enough if we confine our-
selves to a study of a comparative kind, which is certainly a necessary sort of
study. But if we think that both Plato’s earlier dialogues and Xenophon’s Mem-
orabilia, though in a different measure and in different ways, can shed some
light on the opinions of thehistorical Socrates, the passages that I have just con-
sidered, taken together, seem to support the picture of a Socrates who looked
critically not only at the political life of the Athens of his time, but also at
democracy itself as a system.
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