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For the examined life, in all its difficulty.

 

And for the questions that every tradition

eventually has to ask about itself.

 


 

"The unexamined life is not worth living."

Socrates, as reported by Plato, Apology 38a, 399 BC

"What did Socrates not say? The question haunts every line that Plato wrote."

Gregory Vlastos, Socrates: Ironist and Moral Philosopher, 1991
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Author's Note on Athens in 399 BC and the Sources

 

A Note on Athens in 399 BC and the Sources

Socrates was tried and executed in Athens in 399 BC. This is among the most thoroughly documented events of the ancient world, and also among the most contested: we have accounts of the trial from Plato, who was present, and from Xenophon, who was not. We have the speech that Plato attributes to Socrates in the Apology, the conversations attributed to him in his final days in the Phaedo and the Crito, and the biographical tradition compiled in Diogenes Laertius's Lives of the Eminent Philosophers several centuries later. We have the plays of Aristophanes, particularly the Clouds from 423 BC, which shows how the comic tradition represented Socrates twenty-four years before his death. And we have the city of Athens itself, recovering from the catastrophic defeat in the Peloponnesian War and the brief brutal rule of the Thirty Tyrants, a city trying to understand what it was and what it had done.

What we do not have is the account from the students who disagreed with Socrates. We have the voices of Plato and Xenophon, both devoted to their teacher and both writing in defense of his memory, both shaping their accounts to address the specific charge of impiety that had been brought against him and the specific anxiety about philosophy that his execution reflected. The tradition that the Platonic dialogues established was so authoritative that alternative perspectives, the perspectives of students who questioned the teacher's conclusions, or who refused to follow him in his acceptance of the death sentence, or who believed that something of critical importance was being lost in the reconstruction of his thought that Plato was performing, did not survive in the canonical record.

This novel imagines one such perspective. Nikias of Alopeke is a fictional student of Socrates, an older man than the young Plato, a veteran of the Peloponnesian War who has seen enough of death to disagree with his teacher about whether this specific death is necessary or noble. His disagreement is not with the philosophy but with the decision, and the decision, as he understands it, is not a philosophical act but a political one, with political consequences that Socrates is either not seeing or choosing not to address.

The historical figures in this novel, Socrates, Plato, Crito, Phaedo, Anytus, Meletus, Lycon, and others, are depicted in accordance with what the ancient sources establish about their characters and positions, though all specific dialogue and interaction with the fictional character of Nikias is invented. The events of the trial and execution are drawn from the documented record, specifically from the Apology and the Phaedo of Plato and the Apology of Xenophon.

A note on the title: the hemlock that Socrates refused to refuse was the specific instrument of execution used by Athens for condemned persons who were citizens. The condemned man drank it himself, an aspect of Athenian execution that the Platonic account presents as a kind of philosophical choice, a voluntary acceptance of the body's dissolution as the soul's liberation. Nikias, in this novel, reads this choice differently.

Readers seeking the primary sources are directed to the Platonic dialogues in their standard translations, particularly those of G.M.A. Grube and C.D.C. Reeve for the trial dialogues and Hackforth for the Phaedo. The Oxford Classical Texts series maintains the standard Greek editions. The Perseus Digital Library at perseus.tufts.edu provides free online access to the major classical texts in both Greek and English translation.

 


PROLOGUE

The Hemlock at the Edge of the Agora

Athens, 399 BC. The month of Thargelion. Spring.

 

The hemlock grows at the edge of the Agora, in the places where the pavement meets the earth and the earth is wet enough in spring for the tall hollow stems to push up through the debris of the city's floor. Nobody planted it there. It grows where it grows, the way that everything that has learned to live in cities grows, by finding the marginal spaces that the city's intended uses leave vacant.

Nikias of Alopeke had been noticing it for thirty years, since he was first old enough to walk in the Agora without a hand to hold. The plant was unremarkable in its appearance: tall, ribbed, hollow-stemmed, with small white flowers in compound umbels that looked like the flowers of a dozen other plants in the hemlock family. Conium maculatum was the name that the physicians gave it, though the Athenians simply called it the hemlock, the poison, the drink, and the names accumulated meaning as the city's history accumulated events.

He noticed it this morning because he could not stop noticing it. It was the morning of the twenty-first day of the month, which by the court's reckoning was the day on which the sentence of death would be carried out, and Nikias had spent the night in the prison with Socrates and had walked out at dawn when Phaedo and Crito and the others convinced him gently that it was time to sleep, and he had walked through the Agora in the specific quality of early morning light that makes everything both more and less real than it is in full day, and he had seen the hemlock growing at the stone's edge and he had stopped.

Thirty days had passed since the trial. Thirty days during which he had argued, pleaded, reasoned, and finally simply been present, in the particular helpless way of someone who has exhausted every available means of preventing something and who has arrived at the moment of the thing's happening with nothing left to do but witness it.

Socrates had been unwilling to be saved. This was the fact that Nikias had been trying to integrate for thirty days, and that he had still not fully integrated, because it was the fact that made the least sense to him of all the facts he had been dealing with, and he had dealt with a great many facts in his sixty-one years of living in a city that generated them in abundance.

The teacher had been willing to die. More than willing: insistent. He had refused the opportunities to escape that had been presented to him through Crito's arrangements, and the refusal had been presented in the dialogue that Plato had written down as a philosophical argument, an argument that the laws of the city were owed obedience even when they were unjust, that to escape would be to harm the city and to violate the implicit contract that a man of Athens made with the laws by choosing to live under them.

Nikias did not find this argument convincing. He had not found it convincing when Socrates made it in the prison, and Socrates had addressed his objections directly, and the address had been philosophically rigorous and personally warm and had not changed Nikias's position at all. He had sat across from his teacher for thirty days and they had argued, and Socrates had won all the arguments in the specific way that Socrates always won arguments, by showing that the other person's position contained a contradiction or rested on an unexamined assumption, and Nikias had sat with the won arguments and felt that the winning was beside the point.

The hemlock was beside the Agora's pavement in the early morning light.

He looked at it for a long time.

Then he turned and walked in the direction of the port, and the harbor, and the ships that went to places where the Athenian laws' reach was long but not infinite, and he thought about what he was going to do next.

He did not know, standing there beside the Agora's edge, that what he was going to do next would occupy the rest of his life, and that the record he would make of what he knew, and what he thought, and what his teacher had said in the conversations that Plato had not written down, would become the most dangerous document in Athens.

He only knew that someone had to tell the truth about what had happened, and that the truth was not what Plato was going to write.

 


 

PART ONE

The Trial

399 BC

 


CHAPTER ONE

Athens After the Catastrophe

Athens in 399 BC was a city that had, in the preceding decade, experienced a series of catastrophes that had transformed its self-understanding in ways that the city was still working out when Socrates was brought to trial.

The catastrophe began in 404 BC, with the final defeat of Athens by Sparta in the Peloponnesian War, a conflict that had been running for twenty-seven years and that ended with the demolition of the Long Walls that connected Athens to its harbor at Piraeus, the dissolution of the Athenian fleet, and the installation of the oligarchic government that history calls the Thirty Tyrants. The Thirty were a group of Athenian aristocrats who ruled the city under Spartan supervision and who conducted, in the eight months of their rule, a systematic campaign of murder and confiscation directed at their political enemies, which in practice meant anyone with property worth taking and no personal connection to the ruling faction.

Approximately fifteen hundred Athenians were killed in the eight months of the Thirty's rule. This figure comes from Xenophon, who was not neutral but who was present, and it represents approximately three percent of the adult male citizen population of a city that had already been severely depleted by twenty-seven years of war. The Athenians who survived the Thirty and who reestablished the democracy in 403 BC did so with the specific psychological burden of a community that had watched its neighbors and relations killed by other neighbors and relations, and that had then been
































