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Dedication

To everyone who has sat beside a bed at the hour when words run out — and stayed anyway. And to the teachers in these pages, who left their deaths behind as their last lesson: may we learn to grieve honestly, to live without flinching, and to be such company for each other when our own hours come.
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✦ Chapter 1: The Man Who Would Not Run ✦

[image: ]

Before dawn, an old man came to a prison cell in Athens with money, a plan, and friends waiting in Thessaly to receive an escapee.

It was still dark enough that the guards could be bribed without being seen clearly. The visitor was Crito, rich, loyal, and terrified. His friend Socrates was under sentence of death. The ship that had delayed the execution was on its way back. Once it arrived, Socrates would have to drink the poison. There might be a day left. There might be less.

Crito had not come to argue philosophy. He had come to get his friend out.

Everything had been arranged. People outside Athens were ready to receive Socrates. Crito’s money, and the money of other friends, would cover the bribes and the life in exile. Socrates could live in Thessaly. He could talk, as he always had. He could grow old somewhere else.

Socrates sat up on his bed, rubbed his leg where the chain had been, and asked Crito to sit down and talk it through.

That request — sit down and talk it through — is the whole story.

Most of us imagine courage as a single moment. A door opens, a person runs or does not run. Socrates treated it differently. For him, the question of whether to escape was not a question of nerve. It was a question of whether the reasons for escaping could survive being spoken aloud, examined, and answered. If the reasons failed, he would stay, even if staying meant death.

You do not have to admire the conclusion to feel the force of the method. Socrates had spent a lifetime insisting that an unexamined choice is not yet a human choice. He was not going to abandon that insistence when the choice was his own life.

To understand why he stayed, you have to go back about a month, to the trial that put him in that cell.

Socrates was seventy years old in 399 BCE. He had lived in Athens all his life, except when he left the city as a soldier. He had fought at Potidaea, at Delium, and at Amphipolis. Those who served with him remembered a man who could endure cold, hunger, and fear without complaint. He was not a recluse. He was a familiar figure in the marketplace, in gymnasiums, in workshops — barefoot often, plainly dressed always, stopping people to ask what they meant by words they used every day.

What is justice? What is courage? What is piety? What do you know, and how do you know you know it?

The questions sounded simple. The conversations rarely ended comfortably. Socrates had a gift for showing powerful, confident men that they could not explain the very things they claimed to understand. He did it in public. Young men who liked watching took to following him and imitating him. Some of the men he embarrassed were fathers of those young men. Resentment accumulated over years.

Athens itself had changed. The long war with Sparta had ended in defeat a few years earlier. The city had endured plague, civil strife, and a brutal brief rule by the Thirty, an oligarchic regime installed after the war. Democracy had been restored, and an amnesty was in force for most political acts under the old regime, but the wounds were fresh. Socrates had connections that made democrats uneasy. He had taught, or at least talked long and often with, figures who later became notorious, including Alcibiades and Critias, one of the Thirty. He had also defied both democratic and oligarchic governments when he thought their orders were unjust. That record cut both ways. It proved his independence. It did not make him safe.

The formal charges were written down and posted. Socrates, the indictment said, does wrong by not recognizing the gods the city recognizes, by introducing other new divinities, and by corrupting the young. The penalty proposed was death.

Three men brought the case. Meletus, a young poet, formally filed it. Anytus, a prominent democratic politician and tanner, gave it weight. Lycon, an orator, spoke for those who felt Socrates had damaged public speech. Plato’s version of the defense, the Apology, presents Meletus as the front man for a broader anger.

You should know what the Apology is and is not. It is not a court transcript. No transcript survives. It is Plato’s literary reconstruction, written by a devoted student who was present at the trial and wanted later readers to hear Socrates as he ought to be heard. Xenophon wrote a different defense. The details differ. The core — the tone, the refusal to beg, the arguments Socrates chose — is consistent enough across sources that historians treat the Apology as a faithful portrait of a stance, if not a stenographer’s record.

A faithful portrait is enough for our purpose, because what matters is the stance.

Socrates began, Plato tells us, by warning the jurors — about five hundred Athenian citizens chosen by lot — that his accusers had almost persuaded even him, with their polished speeches, that he was someone he was not. He would speak, he said, in his usual way, in the marketplace language they had heard from him for years. He would tell the truth. They would have to decide whether truth, unadorned, sounded like justice.

Then he divided his enemies into two groups. The recent accusers were the smaller problem. The larger problem was the old accusers: years of rumor, comedy, and caricature. The playwright Aristophanes had put a figure called Socrates on stage in The Clouds decades earlier, swinging in a basket, studying the sky, running a school where clever talk could make the worse argument defeat the better. Many jurors had absorbed that image as boys. Socrates was, in their minds, already guilty of being a sophist, a natural philosopher prying into things under the earth and in the heavens, a man who taught others to do the same for pay.

He answered each piece. He had never charged a fee. He had never claimed to teach. He did not study the heavens as the caricature claimed. As for corrupting the young, let Meletus say who improved them, and by what teaching.

The cross-examination of Meletus is uncomfortable reading even now. Socrates led him, question by question, into contradiction. If Socrates corrupted the young deliberately, who in Athens made them good? The laws, Meletus said. Who applied the laws? Everyone, apparently, except Socrates. Step by step, the charge thinned into assertion. Socrates was alone in a city of improvers, single-handedly ruining the youth — and yet Meletus had never thought carefully about education at all.

You can feel the trap tightening, and you can also feel why it did not save him. Socrates was winning the argument and losing the room.

A trial is not a seminar. Jurors who feel mocked do not become more merciful. Socrates seemed to know this and to refuse the usual remedies anyway. Athenian defendants routinely brought their weeping children into court, pleaded for pity, and promised to change. Socrates named that custom and rejected it, not from pride alone, but from a principle: a juror has sworn to judge according to the laws, not to grant favors. Pity that overrides a verdict is itself a kind of corruption.

At the center of his defense stood a story he said had shaped his life. His friend Chaerephon, impulsive and devoted, had once gone to the oracle at Delphi and asked whether anyone was wiser than Socrates. The priestess answered that no one was wiser. Socrates claimed he was puzzled, because he knew he possessed no great wisdom. He set out, as a kind of service to the god, to test the saying by finding someone wiser.

He went to politicians, to poets, to craftsmen. The politicians thought they knew much and knew little. The poets made beautiful things they could not explain. The craftsmen really did know their crafts, and that genuine knowledge misled them into thinking they were wise about everything else too. Socrates concluded that the oracle might mean this: human wisdom is worth little, and the wisest person is the one who, like Socrates, knows that he does not know.

That conclusion became a mission. If the god used him as an example, then his task was to keep questioning, to keep showing people the difference between seeming to know and knowing. He called himself, in the image that stuck, a gadfly. Athens was a large, noble horse, sluggish by nature. The god had attached Socrates to the city to sting it awake. Kill him, he warned, and you will not easily find another. You may go on sleeping.

He also spoke, briefly and carefully, about the inner sign that had accompanied him since childhood. He called it his daimonion — a divine or spiritual sign, a voice that turned him away from actions he was about to take, but never urged him forward. His accusers had turned this private experience into the charge of introducing new divinities. Socrates treated it as a fact of his life he could not deny and would not dress up. He did not claim it made him a prophet. He claimed only that it had never once, during the trial preparations or the speech itself, opposed what he was doing. He took that silence as a hint that what was happening to him might not be an evil.

Notice the honesty in that move. He does not announce certainty about death. He reasons from what he has.

And that reasoning, near the end of the defense, is the part of the Apology you will carry with you if you carry anything. Fear of death, Socrates said, is thinking you know what you do not know. Death may be the greatest of goods. No one knows. To fear it as if you knew it was the greatest of evils is a disguised form of the same ignorance he had spent his life exposing in others. He would be ashamed to be guilty of it himself.

He offered the jurors two possibilities, and he meant them as possibilities, not doctrine. Death might be a complete absence of sensation, like a dreamless sleep. If so, it would be a gain — a night so restful that even a king could count few better. Or death might be a migration of the soul to another place, where the true judges sit and where he could converse with the heroes and thinkers of the past and keep examining, as he had in Athens, without being put to death for it a second time. On either account, a good person need not suppose that death is an evil. No evil can happen to a good person, he said, either in life or after death, and the gods do not neglect his affairs.

That is the sentence the whole defense balances on: not certainty, but trust tested by argument.

The jury voted. By Plato’s account the margin was close. If thirty votes had gone the other way, Socrates would have been acquitted. Think about that number the next time someone tells you Athens spoke with one voice against him. It did not. It spoke with a divided voice, and division was enough.

Then came the second, stranger phase of an Athenian capital trial. The prosecution had proposed death. The convicted man had to propose a counter-penalty, and the jury had to choose between the two. There was no middle option. A shrewd defendant proposed exile or a heavy fine — severe enough to be credible, survivable enough to live with. Friends stood ready to fund a substantial fine for Socrates. The money was there.

Socrates proposed, first, that he deserved not punishment but maintenance at public expense in the Prytaneum, the honor Athens gave to Olympic victors and its greatest benefactors. He had, he argued, made the citizens examine their lives. A victor made them seem happy. He made them be happy, or at least tried. He was poor because his service to the god left no leisure to earn. If honors were assigned by desert, his was the higher claim.

You can hear the jury’s reaction without a transcript.

He then, almost as an afterthought and at his friends’ urging, offered a fine — first a small sum he could pay himself, then the larger sum Plato, Crito, and others guaranteed. But the damage, if damage is the word, was done. More jurors voted for death in the second round than had voted for guilt in the first. Socrates had refused to price his life at the market rate. He treated the penalty phase as one more occasion to tell the truth as he saw it, and truth, in that room, sounded like contempt.

Whether it was contempt is a question readers have argued about for twenty-four centuries. Read the speech again and you may find something else: a man unwilling to say, even to save his life, that his life’s work deserved punishment. To propose exile would have been to agree that Athens was right to want him gone. To plead as others pleaded would have been to agree that a verdict is a bargain. He would not agree. There is a stubbornness in that you are free to dislike. There is also an integrity in it you cannot explain away.

His final words to the court were divided. To those who had condemned him, he predicted that younger, harsher examiners would come after him, and that killing a critic does not kill criticism. To those who had acquitted him, he spoke almost privately, calling them judges in the true sense. The sign had not opposed him all day. He left them with the book’s most famous shrug and its most honest sentence: which of us goes to the better thing is unclear to everyone except the god.

Then he went to prison to wait.

The wait was longer than anyone expected. Athenian law forbade executions during the sacred embassy to Delos, a yearly mission commemorating Theseus and the fourteen youths he was said to have saved from Crete. The ship had been crowned the day before the trial. Until it returned, the city had to keep itself pure. Socrates spent roughly a month in prison, receiving friends daily, talking as he always had. The delay gave everyone time to imagine another ending. It gave Crito time to build one.

Which returns us to the cell before dawn.

Plato’s Crito is short. You can read it in an hour. It may be the most consequential hour in the history of the idea that reasons should govern a life.

Crito’s arguments are not foolish, and Plato does not make them foolish. They are the arguments any loving friend would make, and they deserve to be listed in their full strength.

First, the argument from loss. If you die, Crito says, I lose a friend I will never replace. Second, the argument from reputation. People who do not know us will think we valued money more than your life. They will say we let you die when we could have saved you, and that shame will follow us. Third, the argument from readiness. The plan is set. The money is spent or pledged. Strangers are risking themselves to help. If we hesitate, the chance closes. Fourth, the argument from justice, as Crito sees it. You are betraying yourself. You are handing your enemies what they want. You are choosing the easier path and calling it principle. Fifth, the argument from your children. You have sons, one grown, two still young. A father has a duty to raise and educate them, not to leave them orphans to the mercies of the world. What you are doing to them is what your enemies would do to them.

Underneath all five runs a sixth, unspoken argument, the one that makes people weep in prison corridors: do not leave us.

Socrates does not dismiss any of it lightly. He asks Crito to do with him what they have always done — follow the argument wherever it leads — and he restates the ground rule that will decide everything. We should value not all opinions, but good ones. Not the opinion of the crowd about reputation, but the opinion of the one who knows about justice, if such a person can be found, as an athlete values the trainer’s judgment over the crowd’s applause about his body. We are talking, Socrates says, about something more important than the body: that part of us which is improved by justice and ruined by injustice. Life with that part ruined is not worth living, whatever the body gains.

Crito agrees. He has agreed to this before, in easier conversations. Socrates holds him to it now, when agreement costs.

Then Socrates rebuilds, step by step, principles Crito has already accepted in calmer times. We must never do wrong willingly. We must never return wrong for wrong, even when we have been wronged ourselves — a claim Socrates knows most people do not really hold, and which he marks as a dividing line between those who can argue this matter together and those who cannot. We must keep agreements that are just. If those three hold, the escape must be tested against them, not against fear, shame, or love.

Does escaping do wrong? To whom? Here Socrates performs the dialogue’s central act of imagination. He asks Crito to picture the Laws of Athens and the city itself coming to stand before them at the prison door, and asking questions of their own.

Suppose, the Laws say, you slip out of this cell. What are you doing, in fact? You are overturning, as far as one citizen can, the verdicts of the city’s courts. Can a city survive if its judgments have no force, if private persons set them aside whenever judgments go against them? We, the Laws, gave you birth. Through us your father married your mother. Through us you were raised and educated — in music, in gymnastics, in all the formation Athens gives its children. You are our offspring and, in a sense Socrates does not soften, our servant, as a child is bound to a parent, only more so, because a city is more entitled to reverence than a mother or father. What a citizen owes a city is not retaliation when it errs, but persuasion or obedience. You may try to persuade the city that its judgment is wrong. If you cannot persuade it, you must do what it commands, and endure, as you endured wounds and danger where the city posted you in battle.

The Laws continue, and their speech is the longest in the dialogue. You, Socrates, of all men, can least claim surprise. You lived in Athens for seventy years. You could have left at any time, with your property, for any city whose arrangements you preferred. Colonies invited settlers. Other Greek cities welcomed strangers. You praised Sparta and Crete for their good order, yet you almost never left Athens, even to see a festival. You made your children here. At your trial, you could have proposed exile and the city would likely have accepted it. You chose to say you preferred death to exile. To break the agreement now, after all that, would confirm every suspicion your accusers raised. You would arrive in Thessaly as a lawbreaker, a corrupter of laws, amusing at dinner tables while you live, suspected wherever you go. Your friends would be punished for helping you. Your sons would be raised by strangers in a place where your story precedes them, or left in Athens without you anyway. And when you die, as you soon will in any case at seventy, you will go to the world below having wronged the laws there too, who are brothers of the laws here.

Do not be persuaded by Crito, the Laws conclude. Be persuaded by us.

Socrates turns to his friend and says, in effect: these are the words I seem to hear, as a worshipper hears flutes, and they drown out every other voice. If you can answer them, speak. Crito says he has nothing to say.

That silence is not defeat. It is recognition. Crito came with a plan built on love and money and shame, and he leaves having been reminded, by the man he came to save, of what that man actually believes when belief is expensive. To have dragged Socrates out against those arguments would not have been a rescue. It would have been a kidnapping of someone else wearing Socrates’ face.

There are, of course, objections, and a plain-spoken reader should hear them plainly. Philosophers since have asked whether the Laws’ argument proves too much. Does a citizen really agree, merely by staying, to obey even an unjust verdict? What about a citizen who was never offered a real choice of cities, who is poor, enslaved by circumstance, or bound by family? What about laws that command not submission to a penalty but active participation in evil — would Socrates’ principles require obedience then? Socrates’ own life suggests a limit. When the Thirty ordered him to arrest an innocent man, Leon of Salamis, for execution and confiscation, Socrates quietly went home instead, and risked death for the refusal. When a democratic assembly tried to judge generals illegally in a single mass vote, Socrates, presiding that day, refused to put the motion. His obedience was never blanket submission to whoever held power. It was obedience to law as he understood his agreement with it, combined with a refusal to do wrong himself at anyone’s command.

That distinction matters. In his own case, he was not being ordered to harm another person. He was being required to endure a harm he judged the city had no right to inflict — but enduring it, rather than breaking the legal order that had formed and sheltered his whole life, was the course his principles left open. You may think he weighted the agreement too heavily and the injustice too lightly. Many readers have. What you cannot fairly say is that he did not weigh them at all. The cell scene is a weighing, conducted aloud, with the person who most wanted a different answer sitting beside him, free to object at every step.

There is also a colder objection: that Socrates wanted to die. That his talk of age, of the sign’s silence, of a dreamless sleep, betrays a man tired of living who staged his death as a final lesson. The texts do not support the simple version of that charge. A man who wanted death for its own sake does not spend his prison month in daily conversation he plainly enjoys. He does not, as we will see in the next chapter, spend his last day arguing eagerly, joking with his jailer, and bathing to spare others trouble. What Socrates wanted was not death. It was consistency. Death happened to be the price Athens set for it.

And consistency, at that price, teaches something no cheaper example could. If a philosophy only holds when it costs nothing, you have learned nothing about whether it holds at all.

You might ask what any of this has to do with your own hour, which will probably not involve a jury, a prison, or a cup of poison. No sacred ship will delay it. No friend will arrive before dawn with a bribed guard and a boat. The circumstances will be an ordinary room, most likely, and ordinary medicine, and people you love saying ordinary, inadequate things.

The link is not the circumstances. The link is the question Crito asked without quite asking it: when the hour comes, will the principles you praised in comfort still be the principles you use, or will fear, shame, and other people’s opinions quietly replace them? Socrates’ answer was built over a lifetime, in marketplaces and camps and courtrooms, long before the cell. The cell only revealed it. That is why his story opens this book instead of merely decorating it. Every figure you will meet in the chapters ahead — monks, poets, emperors, essayists, nurses — is, in one way or another, being asked the same question Socrates was asked before dawn: what do you actually believe, now that believing has a price?

You do not need to agree with his agreement with Athens. You do need an answer that is yours before the dawn visit comes.

The man who would not run was not refusing to live. He was refusing to become someone else in order to go on living — and he made his friend sit down and hear the reasons, so that grief would at least know what it was grieving.




✦ Chapter 2: The Last Day ✦
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The story of Socrates’ last day does not begin in Athens. It begins in a small town called Phlius, some time later, with a man who was not there asking a man who was to tell it all again.

“Tell us,” Echecrates says to Phaedo, “what happened. What did he say? How did he die?”

Phaedo was young, devoted, and present in the cell from morning to the end. Plato puts the whole account in his mouth, and frames it that way for a reason. You are not given a chronicle. You are given a memory, told to a friend, by someone still half astonished at what he witnessed. I was not grieved as you might expect, Phaedo says. I felt a strange mixture. There was pleasure in being with him, as always, and pain at knowing he was about to die. None of us was simply one or the other.

Hold onto that mixture. It is the honest emotional register for almost everything in this chapter, and for most deathbeds you will ever sit beside. Grief and gratitude do not take turns. They arrive together and refuse to sort themselves out.

Plato, Phaedo notes almost in passing, was ill and absent. So the most famous death in Western philosophy comes to us at one remove, through a narrator who loved the man and is trying, in front of witnesses who knew him too, to get it right. Other accounts existed. None displaced this one. When you read the Phaedo, you are reading the version Athens’ philosophical children chose to preserve — shaped, certainly, as all remembered last days are shaped by those who survive them, but shaped around a core that no one in that circle seems to have disputed: Socrates died as he had lived, talking, and he was not afraid.

The ship from Delos had arrived the evening before. That meant the execution would take place the next day. Phaedo and the others came early, as they had throughout the imprisonment, and waited while the Eleven — the magistrates in charge of the prison — gave their instructions. When they were admitted, they found that Socrates’ chains had just been removed. His wife, Xanthippe, was sitting beside him holding their youngest child.

Xanthippe has had a bad press for twenty-four centuries, mostly from men who found her grief inconvenient to their portrait of serenity. What the text actually shows is a woman who, seeing her husband’s friends enter the cell where he will die that day, cries out — in Phaedo’s paraphrase, the kind of thing women say at such moments: that this is the last time his friends will speak with him and he with them. Socrates asks Crito to have someone take her home. She is led away, crying and beating her breast.

Read that scene slowly before you judge anyone in it. A young child. A wife being escorted from the room so that the philosophical conversation can proceed in calm. Plato’s circle valued that calm enormously, and the dialogue depends on it. But the cost of the calm is visible on the page, if you let it be. The ordered deathbed and the disordered grief both belong to the same day. The rest of this book will return again and again to the people at the edge of the famous deathbeds — wives, servants, jailers, children — because they often see the hour most clearly.

Socrates, sitting on the bed, bent his leg and rubbed it where the fetter had been. He remarked on a curious kinship he had just felt in one limb: the pain of the chain and the pleasure of its release arriving as a pair. How strange, he said, that what people call pleasant and painful seem attached at the head, like two creatures joined together. If Aesop had noticed it, he might have made a fable of it — the god, unable to reconcile them at war, fastened them together, so that whoever gets one gets the other following after.

It is a small moment. It is also a perfect first lesson in how to attend to a last day. Socrates is doing, with his own rubbed ankle, what he has always done: taking a common experience nobody had bothered to examine and turning it until it shows its structure. Pain and relief are not strangers. They are neighbors. A man hours from poison is still noticing things.

The conversation that fills most of the Phaedo — arguments about whether the soul survives death — belongs properly to the next chapter, where we will take it up in full. Here, what matters is the room around the arguments. Friends came and went. Simmias and Cebes, young men from Thebes with Pythagorean connections, pressed Socrates hard with objections. Critobulus, Apollodorus, Hermogenes, and others Plato lists by name were there. Crito sat close, practical as ever. Apollodorus wept on and off all day and, by Phaedo’s account, finally broke down completely near the end. Socrates comforted the room more than the room comforted him, which disoriented everyone. Phaedo says they felt ashamed of their own tears beside his steadiness — ashamed, not rebuked. He never rebuked them.

Between the arguments there were ordinary arrangements, and Plato, to his credit, keeps them in.

Socrates asked Crito about the timing. The poison was normally administered before sunset. There was no rule that required haste. Some condemned men ate and drank on their last day, Socrates observed. Some took other pleasures while they still could. He would gain nothing, he thought, by clinging to the last hour or two, except to seem to himself greedy for life. Let it be done in good time.

Then he went to bathe.

He gave the reason plainly, and it has become one of the most remembered small kindnesses in literature. He preferred, he said, to bathe before drinking the poison, to save the women the trouble of washing a corpse. That is all. No grand symbolism is offered in the text. A man who will be dead by evening thinks ahead to a piece of physical labor that will fall on unnamed women after he is gone, and does the labor himself while he still can.

You learn a philosophy as much from a sentence like that as from any argument about immortality. Attention, in Socrates, was not an abstract virtue. It extended to who would have to lift his body.

While he bathed, his children were brought in — two young sons and one grown — along with the women of his household. He spoke with them in Crito’s presence, gave what instructions he judged necessary, and sent them away. The text does not record what he said to his sons. That silence is worth respecting. Plato, who reports so much, reports nothing here, whether from discretion or because Phaedo was not in the room. A father’s last words to his children were not material for the dialogue. They belonged to the family, and the family took them home.

When Socrates returned, the sun was getting low. The servant of the Eleven came in — the jailer, in effect, the man who had attended Socrates through the imprisonment and who would hand him the cup. Of all the minor figures in Plato, few are drawn with as much warmth in as few lines.

The jailer apologized. You will not be angry with me, he said, as others are. The condemned usually curse him, though he only does what his masters order. In all this time, he told Socrates, I have found you the noblest, gentlest, and best man who has ever come here. I know you will not be angry with me. Farewell. Try to bear what must come as lightly as you can.

He burst into tears and turned away.

Socrates praised him to the others after he left — how courteous the man was, how he had visited and talked with him through the weeks, how he now wept for him generously. Then he turned practical. Crito, let someone bring the poison, if it is ground. If not, let the man grind it.

Crito tried for one more delay. The sun is still on the hills, he said. It has not set. Others drink very late. Do not hurry.

Socrates refused, gently and for the reason he had already given. Those who delay do so because they think they gain by it. I would gain nothing by drinking a little later except ridicule in my own eyes — clinging to life and sparing nothing when there is nothing left to spare. Do as I say. Do not refuse me.

There is no contempt in that exchange for the men who did delay, ate well, and drank late on their last days. Socrates speaks only for himself. At seventy, after a trial, a month in prison, and a day of argument, the shape of a good ending, for him, was not to stretch the margin. It was to meet the appointed thing at its appointed time, neither chasing it nor hiding from it behind an extra hour of sunlight.

Crito went out. He was gone some time. When he returned, the man carrying the poison was with him, the cup already prepared.

Socrates received his executioner as he had received everyone that day: with a question. Well, my good man, you are experienced in these things. What must I do?

The man explained the procedure with the plainness of someone who has explained it many times. Drink it. Walk about until your legs feel heavy. Then lie down. The poison will do the rest. He held out the cup.

Phaedo stresses what did not happen next. Socrates took the cup not trembling, not changing color, not changing expression. He looked up at the man from under his brows, in the way Phaedo says was characteristic of him — a steady, slightly bull-like upward glance — and asked a question no one in the room had expected, because it treated the execution as continuous with ordinary religious life. What do you say about pouring a libation from this drink? May I? In Greek practice, a portion of wine was poured out for the gods before drinking. Socrates wanted to know whether a portion of this cup could be spared for the same purpose.

The man answered that they prepared only as much as was judged sufficient. No extra existed to pour.

I understand, Socrates said. But I may pray — indeed I ought to pray — that my migration from this world to the other may be fortunate. That I do pray. So be it.

He raised the cup to his lips and drank, Phaedo says, quite calmly and easily.

Until that moment, most of the company had managed, somehow, to hold back their tears. Apollodorus had been weeping throughout, but the rest had kept the discipline of the conversation. The drinking broke it. Phaedo says he could no longer restrain himself. He covered his face and wept — not for Socrates, he is careful to say, but for his own misfortune, at losing such a friend. Apollodorus broke into open sobbing, which set everyone weeping, until the room Socrates had kept steady all day came apart around him in his last minutes.

And Socrates — this is the detail his friends could not forget — comforted them from the bed where the poison was already working. What a way to behave, he said, in mild reproach. It was mainly for this reason that I sent the women away, to avoid such unseemliness. I have heard that a man should die in reverent silence. Be quiet, then, and bear up.

They were ashamed, Phaedo says, and held their tears.

Meanwhile Socrates walked about the room, as instructed. When he said his legs were growing heavy, he lay down on his back, of his own accord, in the position the man had recommended. The executioner stayed beside him, examining his feet and legs at intervals, as part of his practiced routine. After a time he pressed a foot hard and asked whether Socrates felt it. Socrates said no. He pressed the legs. He moved upward, showing the company, Phaedo says, that the body was growing cold and stiff. The coldness and numbness of hemlock poisoning — scholars generally identify the plant as poison hemlock, Conium maculatum, whose alkaloids produce an ascending paralysis — rose from the extremities while the mind, in such accounts, can remain clear almost to the end. Plato’s description is consistent with that progression, which is one reason the passage has been read by physicians as well as philosophers ever since.

Socrates touched himself and said that when the cold reached his heart, he would be gone.

The company waited. His words were few by then. Presently he uncovered his face — he had covered it, at some point, as he lay — and said what Phaedo identifies as the last thing he ever said.

“Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Pay it. Do not neglect it.”

Crito answered: it shall be done. Is there anything else you want to say?

There was no answer. A little later Socrates stirred. The man uncovered him. His eyes were fixed. Crito closed his eyes and his mouth.

That is the death as Plato gives it. No convulsions are described. No last argument. A religious debt, a friend’s promise, a silence, and the practical tenderness of closing the dead man’s eyes.

Now we have to stop and be honest about those last words, because a book that promises you accuracy owes you the truth here: nobody knows for certain what they meant.

Asclepius was the god of healing. A cock — a rooster — was a standard thank-offering to Asclepius from someone who had been cured of an illness, a modest sacrifice well within a poor man’s means. On the surface, Socrates is remembering a vow. Someone — Socrates himself, a friend, perhaps someone in the circle — had promised the god a bird in return for a recovery, and the debt is unpaid. In the press of trial and prison it would be the easiest thing in the world to forget. Socrates, dying, does not forget. Pay it. Do not neglect it.

That plain reading is entirely possible, and it has a beauty of its own. The man who was accused of impiety and of introducing new divinities spends his last breath making sure a minor obligation to a traditional god is discharged. The accused blasphemer turns out to be the most scrupulously pious person in the room. On this reading, the last words are housekeeping of the soul: leave no debt behind you, not even a chicken.

But the words have rarely been left that plain, because the context strains against plainness. Socrates was not, so far as the dialogue tells us, recovering from an illness. He was dying, deliberately and calmly, after arguing all day that death is the separation of the soul from the body and that the philosopher should welcome that separation. Within a few pages, he had described the body as the soul’s hindrance, illness as one of its distractions, and life itself, at times, in terms that invite a medical metaphor. That proximity generated the second, famous reading — the one the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche seized on and could not forgive.

On this reading, the cock is a thank-offering for a cure, and the illness cured is life itself. Socrates, who had hidden it all day behind cheerfulness, reveals at the very end that he regarded living as being sick — and death, administered in the cup, as the healing for which Asclepius should be thanked. Nietzsche, who in his youth had idolized Socrates and in his maturity turned on him, read the sentence as a confession: Socrates suffered from life, Socrates wanted to die, and his famous serenity was the serenity of a man glad to be leaving a disease. “Socrates wanted to die,” Nietzsche wrote in The Twilight of the Idols, treating the last words as a slip of the mask.

Other readers have pushed back, hard, and their pushback deserves equal space in your head. The “life is a disease” reading imports a bitterness into the Phaedo that the day’s tone contradicts at almost every point. Socrates jokes. He bathes. He comforts his jailer. He argues with undiminished appetite. A man performing gratitude for escape from a hateful life does not usually spend his final hours making sure his friends are not too sad. Scholars have proposed many alternatives — none of which, it should be said plainly, has ever commanded the field; what follows is a menu of live proposals, not a settled verdict with the names filed off. Perhaps a friend in the circle had in fact recovered from illness, the vow the simple settling of that debt — the text does not say so. Perhaps “we” matters: Socrates speaks for the company, discharging a shared obligation incurred during the prison weeks, when someone in the circle was ill and prayed. Perhaps the offering thanks Asclepius not for death but for Socrates’ famously easy dying — for a death without agony, granted in advance, as one might thank a physician for a painless procedure. Perhaps the sentence is deliberately ordinary: a dying man’s mind doing what minds do, surfacing a small unpaid item from the bottom of the list, and the generations of interpreters hunting for a cipher are manufacturing depth from a grocery note. Perhaps — and serious scholars hold this too — the meaning sat inside a shared context between Socrates and Crito that Plato’s audience understood and we have simply lost, as you would lose the meaning of half the last words spoken in your own family.

There is no way to settle it from the text alone, and any writer who settles it for you with confidence is selling you something.

What you can say, without invention, is this. The last words are about a debt, spoken to the friend most associated in both dialogues with money, arrangements, and practical care. They direct attention away from Socrates and toward an obligation to be discharged after he is gone. They are, in form if not in hidden meaning, an act of the same attention he showed in the bath: something will need doing when I am not here; see to it; do not neglect it. Whether the debt was literal, symbolic, ironic, or all three at once, the grammar of the sentence is the grammar of a man finishing his affairs in order, to the last small item.

Crito’s answer completes the pattern. It shall be done. Is there anything else? Friendship, at the end of this long day, has narrowed to two functions: carry out the last instruction, and stay in the room asking whether there is another. There was not another. The silence after the question is part of the record. Phaedo does not fill it.

Phaedo’s closing judgment on his friend became the epitaph the tradition carried forward. Of all the men of his time whom they had known, Phaedo says, Socrates was the wisest, the most just, and the best. It is a student’s superlative, not a verdict of history, and Plato lets it stand as a student’s — the last word of a dialogue full of arguments is not an argument at all, but love giving its testimony.

Step back from the cell now and look at what kind of death this actually was, stripped of two thousand years of veneration. It was a state execution. It was carried out by a democracy against one of its own citizens, under a law, after a trial in which the accused had every chance to propose his own survival and declined the terms. It was witnessed by friends who were free to leave and chose to stay. It involved no medical care, no pain relief as we understand it — hemlock is not, by modern accounts, a reliably gentle poison, and Plato’s serene version may well soften a harder physiological reality. And it was followed by no monument scene, no crowd, no public mourning in the text. A man closed his friend’s eyes with his hands. That is the whole ending.

You should also know that Socrates was not the only model available even in Athens. Other condemned men drank the same cup without the conversation. Other philosophers died complaining, or terrified, or unnoticed. The tradition did not preserve Socrates’ death because it was typical. It preserved it because it was usable. Generation after generation of readers — Stoics rehearsing their own ends, Christians who saw in Socrates a pagan witness to conscience, essayists in plague years, prisoners in modern cells — have borrowed this room, this cup, and this calm to imagine how a person might meet an hour that cannot be negotiated away. Seneca, as you will see later in this book, quite deliberately staged his own death on this one’s pattern, down to the gathered friends and the final libation-like gesture. The borrowing began early and has never stopped.

Borrowing it honestly means seeing its edges as well as its light. The calm was real, by every testimony we have, and it was also a performance in the honorable sense — a man aware that his friends were watching and that how he died would teach them something, doing for them deliberately what a teacher does. Performance and sincerity are not opposites at a deathbed. Anyone who has sat with a dying parent who rallied to spare the children knows they can be the same act. Socrates sent the women away to keep the room composed, and the room still broke down. He covered his face, perhaps to spare them, perhaps for privacy in the one moment that could not be shared. Even his composure had a limit drawn across it, and the limit humanizes what the veneration threatens to embalm.

Ask yourself, as Phaedo’s listeners asked, what in this day is actually available to you. Not the trial. Not the fame. Not an audience of disciples taking mental notes. Those belong to 399 BCE. What is available is smaller and more transferable. A bath taken to spare someone a hard task. A debt remembered and assigned to a friend who will pay it. A jailer — in your world, perhaps a nurse, an aide, a tired professional who has handed many people their worst hour — thanked by name for his courtesy, so that he leaves the room weeping for the right reason. Instructions to your children given plainly and then left private. A refusal to buy an extra hour at the price of self-contempt. Tears in the room neither demanded nor forbidden, only answered with a mild reminder that silence, too, can be a form of care.

None of that requires believing a single one of the arguments Socrates made that day about the soul. The arguments are next, and they deserve their own hearing. The day itself makes a separate claim, and it is the claim Phaedo carried to Phlius: that a person can walk about the room until his legs grow heavy under him, lie down of his own accord, and spend his last sentence not on himself but on a small thing owed — and that witnessing it can leave his friends, amid their grief, strangely steadied rather than destroyed.

Phaedo said he felt no pity for Socrates in that room, because the man before him seemed happy. He wept for himself. It may be the most useful distinction this book can offer you early: there are deaths we grieve because they were terrible, and deaths we grieve because we are the ones left in the room with the empty place — and Socrates, by design or by grace, gave his friends the second kind.

He lay down. He covered his face. He remembered the cock owed to the god of healing, whatever he meant by it, and he trusted Crito to pay it — and the trust, at least, is not disputed at all.




✦ Chapter 3: Practicing Death ✦

[image: ]

Imagine you have spent your whole adult life rehearsing for an event, and the day of the event has finally arrived. Your friends are frightened for you. You are, to their bewilderment, almost cheerful. One of them finally asks the obvious question.

Why are you so calm?

That is roughly what happens in the opening pages of Plato’s Phaedo. Socrates, a few hours from drinking the hemlock, is explaining himself to Simmias and Cebes, two young visitors from Thebes. Other people, he says, fail to notice something about real philosophers. Their whole lives, without quite knowing it, amount to a practice for one thing.

Philosophy, he tells them, is meletē thanatou — a practice of death, a rehearsal for dying.

The Greek word matters, and it is worth slowing down for it. Meletē does not mean a grim obsession or a morbid hobby. It is the word for the exercise a musician does with scales, the drill a soldier does with a shield, the repetition by which a thing that would overwhelm you if it came unprepared becomes, through familiarity, something your hands already know. An orator’s meletē was his practice speech. An athlete’s was his training. When Socrates calls philosophy a meletē thanatou, he is not saying philosophers sit around longing for the grave. He is saying they train, daily and on purpose, for the separation that death will one day impose all at once — so that when it comes, it will not be a stranger.

Simmias laughs when he hears it. He laughs, he says, against his will, on a day when laughing feels wrong — because the common view of philosophers is exactly that they are half dead already, useless dreamy men whom the world would be well rid of, and Socrates has just cheerfully agreed with the caricature and claimed it as a compliment. Socrates takes the laugh in good part. The many, he says, are right about the fact and wrong about the reason. Philosophers do seem detached from the concerns that fill most lives. The question is what that detachment is for.

His answer begins with a definition, and Socrates never wasted a definition. What is death? Nothing else, he proposes, than the separation of the soul from the body. The body exists apart, by itself. The soul exists apart, by itself. Do we agree that death is that?

Simmias and Cebes agree. In the world of this dialogue, that agreement is the doorway everything else walks through, and you should notice it being built, because a modern reader may not want to walk through it. Plato knows that. The entire Phaedo is an attempt to earn that definition rather than merely assume it — which is why most of the dialogue, after this opening, is argument, objection, counter-argument, and myth, conducted while a poison cup waits somewhere in the building. We will walk through those arguments shortly, in their strength and in their limits. First, sit with the practice itself, because the practice is the part of this chapter that does not stand or fall with the metaphysics.

If death is a separation, Socrates reasons, then the philosopher’s daily work is a kind of early, partial, voluntary separation. Consider what the body does to thinking, as Plato presents it. The body fills us with appetites, desires, fears, and illnesses that demand constant servicing. It gets hungry in the middle of an argument. It lusts, it aches, it panics, it chases money to feed its wants, and for money’s sake cities go to war. Its senses, which feel like windows, are in Plato’s account more like unreliable messengers. The eyes and ears report a world of particular, changing things — this stick looks equal to that one from here, unequal from there — and the soul that wants to know what equality itself is, or justice itself, or beauty itself, finds the senses always dragging it back to examples that fall short.

The soul reasons best, Socrates says, when it is most by itself: when it is not troubled by sight or hearing or pain or pleasure, when it takes leave of the body, so far as it can, and reaches for what really is. The philosopher’s soul, therefore, despises the body more than other people’s souls do, and flees from it, and seeks to be alone by itself.

Fleeing, here, is a discipline, not a suicide note, and Socrates is explicit about the distinction elsewhere in the dialogue. We are, he says a little earlier, in a kind of custody or post — an image he attributes to the mystery traditions and to a saying he traces through his Pythagorean friends: human beings belong to the gods as possessions belong to an owner, and a person has no right to release himself from the post before the god gives the signal. He states the image, finds it hard to explain fully, and holds to its consequence without flinching. The philosopher rehearses death. He does not deal it to himself. The rehearsal is precisely a way of waiting well for a summons you do not issue.

So what does the rehearsal consist of, in practice, on an ordinary Tuesday in Athens? Plato’s text gives you a list, if you read it as a list and not as poetry. The philosopher does not make eating and drinking the serious business of his life — he eats, but the meal is not the point of the day. He does not devote himself to sexual pleasure or to fine clothes and shoes and bodily ornament beyond what decency requires. He is not enslaved by the fear of poverty or the hunger for wealth, because those chains belong to the body’s economy. He does not fear disgrace the way the crowd fears it, because his reputation in the body-world is not where his treasure sits. When pleasures and pains nail the soul to the body — Plato’s image is violent and deliberate, every pleasure and pain like a nail riveting the soul to flesh and making it believe that what the body reports is what is true — the philosopher works the nails loose, one at a time, by declining to call the body’s urgencies the final truth about anything.

Looked at from outside, this can read as contempt for embodied life, and generations of readers have taken it exactly that way. Christianity inherited parts of this language and sometimes hardened it into a hatred of flesh that Plato’s own dialogue does not quite sustain. Socrates in the Phaedo still bathes. He still jokes about his ankle. He still notices that his jailer is a kind man. The detachment Plato describes is not disgust. It is a refusal of mastery. The body may make requests. It may not issue orders. There is a difference between despising your body and declining to be governed by it, and the whole practice lives in that difference.

Socrates draws the moral consequence without pausing. If all this is true, he says, then it would be absurd for a philosopher to spend a lifetime loosening the soul from the body’s rule and then, when death comes to complete the separation, to recoil, to grieve, to rage against the very thing he has been practicing. A man who is distressed at dying is not a lover of wisdom. He is a lover of the body — philosōmatos instead of philosophos — and probably, Socrates adds dryly, a lover of money and honor too, or both. Courage and temperance themselves get redefined under this light. Ordinary people are brave, Socrates teases, by exchanging one fear for another: they face death in battle because they fear disgrace more. Ordinary people are temperate by exchanging one pleasure for another: they abstain here to indulge more safely there. It is a barter of coins, he says, fear for fear and pleasure for pleasure, with virtue stamped on the metal and no wisdom in the exchange. Real virtue is an exchange of a different kind — all those currencies traded away for the one coin that actually buys something: understanding.

You may find that redefinition exhilarating. You may find it severe to the point of unfairness — the soldier who holds a line out of dread of shame may still, after all, be holding the line, and his comrades may be forgiven for not grading his motives. Plato is aware of the severity. Severity is the point of the morning’s work. Socrates is not writing an ethics textbook for general use. He is answering a specific scandal: why is the condemned philosopher not weeping? His answer is that weeping, in his case, would be the true inconsistency. His friends are watching to see whether the philosophy survives contact with the cup. So is he.

But an answer about attitude is not yet an answer about fact. Cebes, who is the shrewder of the two Thebans, eventually names the gap. Even granting all of this, he says — granting that the philosopher should welcome separation — most people fear that at death the soul simply disperses. Like breath or smoke, it leaves the body and is blown apart, and exists nowhere anymore. A child inside us, Cebes says, fears exactly that, as a child fears the dark and the wind. Persuade us, Socrates, that the soul does not perish. Charm the child in us, as you might charm away a fear, with argument.

What follows is the philosophical heart of the dialogue: four great arguments, offered in sequence, attacked by the friends, defended, repaired, and finally supplemented by a myth. You deserve them straight, at their real strength, and then with their cracks showing — because Socrates himself insists on the cracks. At one point, deep in the discussion, he warns the company against a danger greater than losing the argument: becoming misologists, haters of argument itself, people who have trusted reasoning, been disappointed by it once too often, and concluded that reasoning is worthless. A man who becomes a misologist, Socrates says, loses the greatest thing there is. Better to blame our own clumsiness in handling an argument than to blame argument as such. It is a dying man’s plea for intellectual honesty, and it licenses us to examine his own arguments honestly without feeling we are betraying him. He asks for nothing else.

The first argument is the argument from opposites, sometimes called the cyclical argument. Everything that comes to be, Socrates proposes, comes to be from its opposite. The larger becomes larger from having been smaller. The weaker comes from the stronger, the faster from the slower, waking from sleeping. If that is the universal pattern, then living and dying must belong to it too. The living come from the dead, as the dead come from the living, in a great circulation. If generation ran in one direction only — everything dying and nothing returning — then in time everything would end in the same state, dead, and the process of nature would stop, as the world would stop if everything that fell asleep never woke. Therefore souls exist after death, in Hades in the dialogue’s language, from which the living are born again.

Feel its elegance, and then feel its weakness, as modern readers have since Aristotle. The pattern of opposites is impressive for qualities like hot and cold, waking and sleeping. Whether “alive” and “dead” are opposites in the same reversible sense is exactly what is in question. Sleeping people wake because the sleeper persists through the sleep. The argument quietly assumes that something persists through death in the same way — which is the conclusion it is meant to prove. As a proof, it leans on what it lifts. As something else, though — as a vision of nature as circulation, in which endings feed beginnings and nothing in the cosmos is a one-way street to nowhere — it has consoled readers who never mistook it for a demonstration. Hold it as a vision first and a proof second, and you have it in the proportion most of its long life has actually used.

The second argument is the argument from recollection, and it is the most distinctively Platonic of the four. We see equal sticks and equal stones, Socrates says, and yet we judge them to fall short of equality itself — the equal itself, which no stick quite embodies. To judge that a thing falls short of a standard, you must already in some way possess the standard. But our senses only ever gave us the falling-short examples. When, then, did we acquire our knowledge of equality itself, and of beauty itself, and goodness, and justice, and holiness — all those realities Plato calls Forms? Not in this life, by sense alone. Therefore, Socrates concludes, our souls existed before this birth, in a condition where they could know the Forms directly, and learning in this life is recollection: the senses remind the soul of what it already knows and has forgotten in the trauma of being born into a body.

Cebes embraces this one warmly — he calls it Socrates’ favorite doctrine — and it proves, if it proves anything, that the soul existed before birth. Notice, as Cebes himself notices, that pre-existence is only half of what the frightened child in us wants. A soul that existed before us might still dissolve at death like a mist. The argument buys a past eternity, so to speak, and leaves the future unpaid. Socrates concedes the point cheerfully and combines the two arguments: if recollection shows souls exist before, and the cycle shows the living come from the dead, then the dead must persist somewhere to be reborn from. The combination is ingenious. It is also, you can see, a scaffold leaning two arguments against each other so that each covers the other’s gap — a structure whose stability depends on both holding at once.

Simmias then raises the first great objection, and it is a good one — good enough that versions of it are still raised in philosophy seminars today. Perhaps the soul stands to the body, he suggests, as harmony stands to a lyre. A harmony is invisible, incorporeal, beautiful, divine-seeming — everything Socrates claims for the soul. And yet a harmony is entirely dependent on the tuned strings that produce it. Smash the lyre, let the wood rot, and the harmony does not wander off to exist by itself somewhere else. It simply ceases, earlier than the instrument in some ways, since the tuning must be maintained. If the soul is the body’s attunement — the right arrangement of its hot and cold, wet and dry — then death is not the soul’s release. It is its dissolution, and the music stops because the instrument broke.

The objection clearly stings, because it uses Socrates’ own vocabulary of the invisible and divine against him. His reply leans chiefly on recollection: if the soul pre-exists the body, it cannot be a harmony the body produces, since a harmony never exists before the elements that compose it. He adds that harmonies admit of degree — one lyre is more or less in tune — while a soul is not more or less a soul than another, and that the soul rules and opposes the body, as a harmony never opposes its strings. Philosophers have judged these replies unevenly ever since. The pre-existence reply only works if you granted recollection. The ruling reply assumes the soul’s separateness in the act of defending it. But the objection itself is the dialogue’s gift to you, whatever you decide: it is the first clear statement, in Western literature, of the thought that mind might be what a body does rather than a thing a body houses. Every modern reader who suspects consciousness is an activity, not a passenger, is Simmias’ heir.

Cebes answers with the second great objection, subtler than Simmias’ and harder to shake. Grant, he says, that the soul pre-exists and outlasts the body. Grant it outlasts many bodies, even. A weaver outlasts many cloaks. He wears one out, weaves another, wears that out too. Yet the day comes when the weaver dies in a cloak that survives him, and it would be foolish, standing over the final cloak, to argue that because this man outlasted all those garments he must be indestructible. Perhaps the soul wears out bodies the way a weaver wears out cloaks — each incarnation weakening it a little — until one death is the death it does not survive. Durability is not immortality. Outlasting is not lasting forever.

That objection forces Socrates to his final and most ambitious argument, the one he builds out of the theory of Forms and an analysis of causation he introduces with an autobiographical story about his own youthful disappointment with natural science. He had once hoped, he says, that thinkers like Anaxagoras would explain the world by Mind arranging all things for the best. Instead he found explanations in terms of air and water and mechanism, which struck him as explaining why he sat in prison by describing his bones and sinews, while omitting the real cause: that the Athenians judged it better to condemn him and he judged it better to stay. Out of that disappointment came his second sailing — his fallback method — of studying things through accounts and positing the Forms as true causes. Beautiful things are beautiful by Beauty. Large things are large by Largeness. And certain things, he argues, essentially carry a Form with them and can never admit its opposite: fire carries heat and will never admit cold; snow carries cold and will never admit heat; three carries oddness and will never admit evenness. What does the soul carry? Life. Whatever the soul occupies, it brings life to. Therefore the soul can never admit the opposite of life, which is death. What never admits death is deathless. And the deathless, Socrates concludes, is also indestructible — for if even the deathless could be destroyed, nothing at all would be safe from destruction.

This is the argument Socrates stakes the day on, and honesty requires a plain verdict. As a piece of architecture it is magnificent. As a proof it has been disputed since antiquity, on a point you can feel without any technical training: it shows, at most, that the soul, while it is a soul, is alive — that “dead soul” is a contradiction — just as fire, while it is fire, is hot. But when heat approaches snow, snow does not stay and become hot. It withdraws or perishes. Socrates himself uses exactly that language of withdrawal for other cases. At death’s approach, the soul might likewise withdraw — his hope — or perish — Cebes’ fear — and the argument from essential life, by itself, does not quite rule the second ending out. The final step, from deathless to indestructible, is asserted with a confidence the reasoning does not fully fund. Plato may well have known it. He has Socrates present the conclusion, then immediately reach beyond argument altogether, into myth — as if to signal that where proof ends, a story adequate to the stakes must carry the traveler the rest of the way.

The myth that closes the discussion is a great geography of the earth and the afterlife: the true earth above, pure and bright, of which our world is a hollow and a sediment; rivers below, including Acheron and Styx; judgments, wanderings, and returns fitted to the lives souls have lived. Socrates does not ask his friends to believe
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