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บทคัดย่อ

บทความนี้ผู้เขียนนำเสนอให้ไตร่ตรองแนวคิดสี่อย่างซึ่งดูเหมือนว่า
สนับสนุนแนวทางหลักของศีลธรรมของโสเครติส ดังที่ปรากฏให้เห็นรางๆ
ในบริบทของการพิจารณาคดีของเขา: 1) ธรรมชาตินิยมเชิงจริยะ 2) ชีวิตทาง
ศีลธรรมในฐานะท่ีตอบสนองต่อเสียงเรียกของพระเจ้า 3) บริบททางสังคมของ
ชีวิตทางศีลธรรม 4) บทบาทของการคิดแบบมีวิจารณญาณในชีวิตทางศีลธรรม
แนวทางเหล่านี้ได้รับการพัฒนาขึ้นมาในยุคของพวกโสฟิสต์ ซึ่งสนับสนุน
ศีลธรรมแบบสัมพัทธนิยมและปฏิเสธมาตรฐานของศีลธรรมแบบสัมบูรณ์นิยม
และแนวคิดแบบวิมัตินิยมของพวกเขานำไปสู่ทัศนคติแบบอเทวนิยม ในทางตรง
ข้าม โสเครติสตระหนักในความสำคัญของบริบททางสังคมในการเผยแสดงชีวิต
ทางศีลธรรม เขามุ่งม่ันในการแสวงหาความดีอย่างไม่ลดละ และในท่ีสุดเขาก็ได้
เปิดรับการกระทำการของภาวะเหนือธรรมชาติในชีวิตของเขา

Abstract

In this article I propose to reflect upon four themes that seemingly
underpinned Socrates moral enterprise as adumbrated in the context of
his trial: (1) ethical naturalism; (2) the moral life as a response to a divine
call; (3) the social context of the moral life; and (4) the role of critical
thinking in the moral life. This was developed at the time of the Sophists
who espoused moral relativism, denying any basis for absolute moral stan-
dards. And their scepticism led them to adopt an atheistic attitude. Socrates,
in contrast, recognized the importance of a societal context for the unfold-
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ing of the moral life. He engaged in a relentless pursuit of the good. And,
finally, he was open to the operation of transcendence in his life.

While there are various interpretations concerning what consti-
tuted the exact moral teaching of Socrates,1 there can be little doubt that
the Apology is a faithful account of his trial for, as Hugh Tredennick points
out, “however much its form owes to Plato’s artistry; it would have been
stupid to misrepresent the facts which were familiar to a great part of the
Athenian people”.2 Even the most cursory reading of The Apology, re-
veals that Socrates believes that moral goodness is the one thing that mat-
ters. Indeed, the Apology typifies Socrates’ abiding interest in ethical en-
quiry, an interest that far outweighs his concern with natural philosophy,
metaphysics, epistemology, or any other branch of investigation that falls
outside of the domain of moral philosophy. If we accept the veracity of the
Apology’s account of Socrates’ mission and trial, we can perhaps argue
that the various seminal ideas that are placed before us in it furnish the
origins of Western moral philosophy.

In this article I propose to reflect upon four themes that seemingly
underpinned his moral enterprise as adumbrated in the context of his trial:
(1) ethical naturalism; (2) the moral life as a response to a divine call; (3)
the social context of the moral life; and (4) the role of critical thinking in the
moral life. The Apology does not, of course, offer a systematic treatment
of any of these issues; their status there can be described rather as being
somewhat embryonic. It fell to the lot of the subsequent Western moral
tradition to develop these seminal notions. What the following reflections
offer therefore is an attempt to unpack the significance of Socrates’ delib-
erations in the Apology with the support both of contemporary scholar-
ship and speculation on the issues broached by Socrates.

Ethical Naturalism

There are two distinct groups of accusers whom Socrates has to
confront in his defence: one group comprises his immediate adversaries in
court; the other is a more diffuse group and much more difficult to deal
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with. The latter group is made up of the great many people who for many
years have propagated false rumours about Socrates. He begins his treat-
ment of their accusations by summarizing their substance: “There is a wise
man called Socrates who has theories about the heavens and has investi-
gated everything below the earth, and can make the weaker argument
defeat the stronger”.3  Indeed, this misrepresentation had formed the basis
of a caricature of him in a play by Aristophanes in his play, the Clouds,
produced in 423.4  In the popular depiction of him Socrates went around,
as he says, “proclaiming that he is walking on air, and uttering a great deal
of other nonsense about things of which I know nothing whatsoever”.5

Socrates simply asks those present to tell one another if they have ever
heard him discuss such things. In this way they will realize that there is
absolutely no foundation to these or to other reports about him.

Not only are the foregoing accusations false, Socrates maintains
that he never tried to educate people and to charge a fee. In this way he
once again distances himself from the sophists who charged for the “in-
struction” which they imparted. Socrates cites a conversation with Callias
the son of Hipponicus who had paid more in sophists fees than everybody
else whom Socrates knew put together. This conversation offers us an
avenue into one strand of the tradition of ethics which was to develop in
Western civilization. Socrates says to Callias:

[I]f your sons had been colts or calves, we should
have had no difficulty in finding and engaging a trainer to
perfect their natural qualities; and this trainer would have
been some sort of horse-dealer or agriculturalist. But see-
ing that they are human beings, whom do you intend to
get as their instructor? Who is the expert in perfecting the
human and social qualities? I assume from the fact of your
having sons that you must have considered the question.
Is there such a person or not?6

The foregoing quotation constitutes in my opinion a rudimentary
statement of what contemporary authors call ethical naturalism. This
concept is strictly speaking one that belongs to the Aristotelian tradition of
moral philosophy, but it seems to have been prefigured in Socrates. This is
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only to be expected, for just as Plato knew Socrates and acted as his
mouthpiece, so too Aristotle himself was a pupil of Plato. Although
Aristotle’s philosophy is opposed to that of Plato in many ways, there are
some elements of continuity. There are some ideas which he did not re-
ject, but which he rather developed and integrated into his own system.
Ethical naturalism, I suggest, is one such idea. Perhaps it would be useful
at this point to explain more fully what exactly ethical naturalism is. As I
indicated at the outset, I will do so in the light of contemporary philosophi-
cal discourse.

After many centuries during which virtue ethics disappeared from
the domain of moral theorizing, Elizabeth Anscombe wrote an important
and influential paper, entitled “Modern Moral Philosophy”, which proved
to be a catalyst in its revival. A central concept in virtue ethics is that of
ethical naturalism. Subsequent authors have elucidated this concept and it
is my intention to draw upon two of them at this point in order to elucidate
and elaborate on Socrates’ statement.

Philippa Foot begins her reflections on ethical naturalism with a
linguistic consideration. The word “good”, like “small” is an attributive
adjective. Consequently, although we are free to evaluate and choose
things according to almost any criteria we wish, when giving linguistic ex-
pression to our evaluation or choice we must choose our words carefully
for they determine the criteria of goodness that are appropriate. Thus,
although I can deem a particular dead cactus to be good because I think
that it would constitute a wonderfully decorative addition to my mother’s
windowsill, what I cannot do is describe it as being a good cactus be-
cause a cactus is a living thing. On this basis Foot, following Anscombe,
argues that this grammatical feature of the word “good” and its related
terms do not suddenly undergo a mysterious change when employed in
ethical discourse. In fact, as Rosalind Hurtshouse states: “What goes for
“good cactus”, “good knife”, “good rider”, also goes for “good human
being” even when we use that phrase in ethics”.7  These authors are in
opposition to the fact-value distinction common in analytic philosophy in
particular and the corresponding idea that the word “good” is purely de-
scriptive in non-ethical contexts but somehow becomes an evaluative term
in ethical ones.

The contention is that just as words such as “good”, “well”, “de-
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fective”, and so on can be used in relation to plants and to non-human
animals, so too they can be employed in evaluating the behaviour of mem-
bers of the human species. Foot’s idea is that just as “there is something
wrong with a free-riding wolf, who eats but does not take part in the hunt
and with a member of the species of dancing bees who finds a source of
nectar but does not let other bees know where it is”, so too there is some-
thing wrong with a human being who does not possess and practise the
virtues of charity and justice.8  She concludes her deliberations as follows:

In my view . . . a moral evaluation does not stand
over against the statement of a matter of fact, but rather
has to do with facts about a particular subject matter, as
do evaluations of such things as sight and hearing in ani-
mals, and other aspects of their behaviour. Nobody would,
I think, take it as other than a plain matter of fact that
there is something wrong with the hearing of a gull that
cannot distinguish the cry of its own chick, as with the
sight of an owl that cannot see in the dark. Similarly, it is
obvious that there are objective, factual evaluations of
such things as human sight, hearing, memory, and con-
centration, based on the life-form of our own species.
Why, then, does it seem so monstrous a suggestion that
the evaluation of the human will should be determined by
facts about the nature of human beings and the life of our
own species? Undoubtedly the resistance has something
to do with the thought that the goodness of good action
has a special relation to choice. But . . . this special rela-
tion is not what noncognitivists think it, but rather lies in
the fact that moral action is rational action, and in the fact
that human beings are creatures with the power to recog-
nize reasons for action and to act on them.9

It is precisely the notion that we can evaluate the goodness or
badness of human beings on the basis of the extent which they live up to
the demands which issue from the form of the human species that informs
Socrates’ comment quoted above. He takes colts or calves as an analogy
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in order to illustrate his point: “[I]f your sons had been colts or calves, we
should have had no difficulty in finding and engaging a trainer to perfect
their natural qualities; and this trainer would have been some sort of horse-
dealer or agriculturalist. But seeing that they are human beings, whom do
you intend to get as their instructor?”  Just as we can avail of the services
of experts who are able to bring out the best in these animals, that is to
say, to perfect their characteristic qualities, can we not also say that there
are presumably people who are expert in matters concerning human na-
ture and human conduct. If there are, who are these people? Comically,
Callias thinks that a sophist called Evenus of Paros is to be numbered
among one of these experts, while Socrates denies that he possesses any
such knowledge! Surely a case of turning reality on its head.

If there are experts in human nature, presumably they will have
reflected at length on human nature and discerned the kinds of things that
conduce in general to its flourishing and the kinds of things that undermine
its well-being. Such experts will no doubt be keenly aware of a fact that
will be discussed further on in this article, namely that the flourishing of
individuals depends on the flourishing of society __ as well as vice versa.
In other words, the notion of ethical naturalism possesses a political sig-
nificance, a point concerning which Socrates is acutely conscious.

Socrates’ Activity: a Response to a Divine Call

The question arises in the course of the trial as to how Socrates
has acquired the reputation that has finally brought him to face charges in
the Athenian court. He offers this answer: “I have gained this reputation,
gentlemen, from nothing more or less than a kind of wisdom”.10  He ex-
plains what he means. A friend of his, Chaerephon, went to Delphi and
asked whether there was anyone wiser than Socrates. The priestess re-
plied that there was no one. Socrates was perplexed by this response, for
he did not lay claim to any wisdom, great or small, so he eventually de-
cided to check its truth.  He therefore went to examine a person __ a
politician, to be more precise __ who had a great reputation for being wise.
During the course of the examination it became abundantly clear that the
politician only thought he was wise, but was in fact not really so. As a
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result of being exposed, the politician and the many other people present
resented Socrates’ questioning. This experience led Socrates to the fol-
lowing conclusion:

Well, I am certainly wiser than this man. It is only too
likely that neither of us has any knowledge to boast of;
but he thinks that he knows something which he does not
know, whereas I am quite conscious of my ignorance. At
any rate it seems that I am wiser to this small extent, that
I do no think that I know what I do not know.11

In an effort to check the truth of the oracle, Socrates went to
question someone else with an even greater reputation for wisdom, but
the result was the same. Indeed, compelled by a sense of religious duty,
he interviewed person after person. When he had finished with the politi-
cians, he turned to the poets, dramatists and lyricists, in the belief that he
would eventually expose himself as “a comparative ignoramus”.12  Finally
Socrates turned to the skilled craftsmen, but once again he met disap-
pointment. The effect of Socrates’ activity was to arouse a huge amount
of hostility towards him. Moreover, whenever he disproved an
interlocutor’s claim to wisdom in a particular subject, everybody assumed
that he knew everything about the subject himself, something which defi-
nitely was not the case. All that Socrates claimed was that in respect of
wisdom he was worthless.13  True wisdom in fact belongs to God alone:

But the truth of the matter, gentlemen, is pretty cer-
tainly this: that real wisdom is the property of God, and
this oracle is his way of telling us that human wisdom has
little or no value. It seems to me that he is not referring
literally to Socrates, but has merely taken my name as an
example, as if he would say to us, The wisest of you men
is he who has realized, like Socrates, that in respect of
wisdom he is really worthless.14

It is clear that Socrates’ activity was inspired by some kind of
experience of the divine.15  Whatever the precise nature of that experi-
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ence may have been,16 it compelled him to become obsessed with a search
for wisdom. Indeed, this search was not something he could choose either
to engage in or not to engage in, like one might choose to watch a match
on television rather than listen to a CD. Rather, this search was a matter of
conscience for him; it was imbued with a moral tenor. Not to question
people would have constituted moral failure on his part. Consequently, in
spite of the increasing unpopularity which it brought on him, Socrates was
compelled to continue interviewing people, one after another, and to show
up their ignorance.

We can see, moreover, that the moral imperative which fuelled
Socrates’ activity was not of mere human origin. Its source was rather
divine. We can assert of Socrates what Eric Voegelin states concerning
Plato, Socrates mouthpiece: he “was engaged concretely in an explora-
tion of the human soul, and the true order of the soul turned out to be
dependent on philosophy in the strict sense of the love of the divine
sophon”.17  Further on Voegelin, when adumbrating the significance of
this experience, posits that “The true order of the soul can become the
standard for measuring both human types and types of social order be-
cause it represents the truth about human existence on the border of tran-
scendence”. And again, he avers:

[N]ot the arbitrary idea of man as a world-immanent
being becomes the instrument of social critique but the
idea of a man who has found his true measure through
finding his true relation to God. The new measure that is
found for the critique of society is, indeed, not man him-
self but man in so far as through the differentiation of his
psyche he has become the representative of divine truth.18

It becomes clear that considerations of truth in the realm of human
affairs, moral and political, cannot be dissociated from relationship to God.
In the experience of Socrates as recounted in The Apology we witness
the beginning of a realization of this fact. Here we witness one who has
opened his psyche to the truth of God and allowed himself to be mea-
sured by it. Having been informed by the unseen measure of the divine
being he can then become a true living measure of human affairs, as wit-
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nessed by his questioning of all whom he meets who have pretensions to
wisdom: “That is why I still go about seeking and searching in obedience
to the divine command, if I think that anyone is wise, whether citizen or
stranger; and when I think that any person is not wise, I try to help the
cause of God by proving that he is not”.19  To Socrates we can apply
Voegelin’s assessment of Plato and Aristotle: “The validity of the stan-
dards developed by Plato and Aristotle depends on the conception of a
man who can be the measure of society because God is the measure of his
soul”.20

Various scholars question exact nature of Socrates’ experience.
They argue that it was merely his way of expressing his deep-seated con-
viction that his life of philosophising was something laid upon him by his
conscience. This may indeed be so, but the point still remains that con-
science and experience of the divine are intimately linked. Conscience
might be compared to a sensorium of transcendence. The documents of
Vatican II capture the essence of conscience wonderfully when they de-
scribe it as man’s inner sanctuary where he is alone with God. Let me
quote a little from Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church
in the Modern World):

Deep within their consciences men and women dis-
cover a law which they have not laid upon themselves
and which they must obey. Its voice, ever calling them to
love and to do what is good and to avoid evil, tells them
inwardly at the right moment: do this, shun that. For they
have in their hearts a law inscribed by God. Their dignity
rests in observing this law, and by it they will be judged.
Their conscience is people’s most secret core, and their
sanctuary. There they are alone with God whose voice
echoes in their depths.21

To speak of Socrates’ conviction concerning an experience of the
divine as being merely a metaphor is inaccurate. Socrates was arguably
aware that conscience is man’s most secret core where the divine com-
munes with him. Indeed the more conscience develops the greater one’s
consciousness of the divine presence there. The two realities cannot be
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separated; or more precisely, when they are severed from one another,
the ethical consequences are catastrophic. For Socrates the experience
of conscience was incessant, touching even the minutia of life: “In the past
the prophetic voice to which I have become accustomed has always been
my constant companion, opposing me even in quite trivial things if I was
going to take the wrong course”.22

It is clear, in the Socratic conception, philosophy is not simply
about developing the capacity to formulate good arguments and to think
critically __ although these capacities are certainly crucially integral to the
philosophical enterprise; it is more fundamentally concerned with living a
good life. The truly philosophical life is shot through with moral conscious-
ness __ which as we have argued is grounded in an experience of the
divine. (Indeed, attempts at formulating good arguments and at critical
thinking are themselves moral activities, as we shall see presently.)

For Socrates living the good life obviously entails prompting oth-
ers to do the same. He compares himself to a gadfly/stinging fly which
stimulates a large thoroughbred horse to activity; in the same way he awak-
ens people from their moral slumber. This view of the moral responsibili-
ties of the philosopher are of particular interest in an age such as our own
which has suffered a severe dimming of moral consciousness. The phi-
losopher has a duty to enter the realm of public debate in an attempt to
stimulate right moral thinking and action in others, taking the risk of having
to endure public opprobrium and material poverty as a result - as was the
lot of Socrates. He never let a day pass without discussing goodness and
examining both himself and others. He regarded this as “really the very
best thing that a man can do, and that life without this sort of examination
is not worth living”.23  Socrates studiously avoided wrongdoing. Proof
positive of this contention is the fact that none of those whom he is sup-
posed to have harmed have come forward to accuse him; neither have
any of their families. To suffer an injury is better than to commit one, for
wrongdoing harms the soul.

Socrates and the Social Context of the Moral Life

In beginning his defence against his first group of accusers,
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Socrates restates the accusation levelled against him: “Socrates is guilty of
corrupting the minds of the young, and of believing in deities of his own
invention instead of the gods recognized by the state”.24  Socrates now
takes up the first part of this charge with gusto and subjects it to keen
critical appraisal.

Our philosopher asks his interlocutor who it is that makes the
young good, to which Meletus replies, “The laws”.25  This answer does
not satisfy Socrates. He is interested in knowing who makes the young
good. In other words, whose business is it to know the laws and then to
communicate this knowledge to the young? Meletus responds that that
this responsibility in fact falls to the members of the jury, all or them. On
questioning, Meletus extends the sphere of influence to the spectators
present in court and to members of the Council and of the Assembly. So,
as Socrates points out, it follows from Meletus’ contention that Socrates
is the only person in Athens who exercises a negative influence on young
people!

At this point the kind of ethical naturalism which we have already
noted makes a return:

Take the case of horses. Do you believe that those
who improve them make up the whole of mankind, and
that there is only one person who has a bad effect on
them? Or is the truth just the opposite, that the ability to
improve belongs to one person or to very few persons,
who are horse-trainers, whereas most people, if they have
to do with horses and make use of them, do them harm?
Is this not the case, Meletus, both with horses and with all
other animals? Of course it is, whether you  and Anytus
deny it or not”.26

Socrates’ point is that the reality is in fact diametrically opposed
to what Meletus has maintained. Just as there are very few people who
are skilled in the training of horses, of bringing out the very best in them,
because they are intimately acquainted with equine nature and what the
best conditions are for the flourishing of this nature, so too there are very
few people who have reflected deeply about human nature and, being
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intimately acquainted with this nature, are capable of cultivating it and
bringing it to its optimum fulfilment in individual human beings. Conse-
quently, states Socrates: “It would be a singular dispensation of fortune
for our young people if there is only one person who corrupts them, while
all the rest have a beneficial effect”.27

Continuing his critique of Meletus’ claim, Socrates points out that
if he spoils the character of someone else he runs the risk of being harmed
by him. Someone who is bad is no great respecter of personages. Now
nobody in their right mind would run this risk, so if Socrates does spoil the
characters of his companions, it must be unintentional. So he either does
not have a bad effect on others or this bad effect unintentional. In either
case, he should not have been brought before the court. If he did have an
unintentionally negative influence on the youth of Athens, somebody ought
to have taken him aside and enlightened him as to the errors of his activity.
This, however, did not happen.

Implicit in the foregoing argument is a recognition of the social
context of the moral life. We are brought up in a society in which moral
values or disvalues are transmitted to us all. The society in which we live
makes an important contribution to our moral formation. None of us can
in fact stand outside of a social context. At least there is one important
sense in which we cannot do so. I have been born into a particular family
and brought up in a particular way, according to certain values or lack
thereof. I have been schooled in the education system of a particular soci-
ety, perhaps in a school run by a particular part of that society. I am
subjected to the values of the press and even more so to those of televi-
sion. And so on. Now each of these sources of influence may be at cross-
purposes with one or other, or some or all of the rest. Nevertheless, in my
own person they have some influence in the formation of my value system,
which is unlikely to be completely coherent. (Hence the need for constant
critical evaluation.) The point is that various societal influences condition
my sense of right and wrong. W. Jay Wood makes this point in the follow-
ing way:

[W]e are not alone in our efforts to become morally
and intellectually virtuous persons; our careers as moral
and intellectual agents are developed in a community con-
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text [. . .] Family, friends and social institutions such as the
church contribute mightily toward shaping the framework
within which our development takes place. What goals
are worth pursuing, what goals should be subordinated to
others, what practices ought to be avoided and which
pursued, and what resources are available to assist us in
moral and intellectual growth are matters shaped in large
measure within families, churches, schools and other so-
cial frameworks.28

Unfortunately, however, what societal consensus teaches us to be
right and wrong may not in particular cases be in accord with objective
reality. This kind of teaching was the object of Socrates’ own critique. He
posits that the best defence against being infected by the mistaken tenets
of an official morality is furnished by a life of virtue. After showing up the
incoherence of Meletus’ charge concerning belief in deities, Socrates pro-
claims: “You are mistaken, my friend, if you think that a man who is worth
anything ought to spend his time weighing up the prospects of life and
death. He has only one thing to consider in performing any action __ that is,
whether he is acting rightly or wrongly, like a good man or a bad one”.29

The rightness or wrongness of an action is never and can never be deter-
mined by pragmatic considerations. Just because prevailing public opin-
ion says that something is right does not necessarily mean that it is in fact
so. As a cursory knowledge of world history teaches us, whole societies
can get things badly wrong. Upright conscience __ which is a conscience
informed by the demands of objective reality and sustained by a life of
virtue, and not simply constituted by some kind of subjective feeling __

offers the only way of escape from the barbarity that can ensue. Werner
Jaeger offers a succinct characterization of Socrates’ life and mission which
accords with our own understanding of the same: “In the Apology Socrates’
influence and the way he taught his fellow-citizens to approach true aret?
are related to “the polis itself”. That stamps his mission as a political one”.30

Indeed, what Socrates has to say in this dialogue reveals that education in
aret? is a political task. In other words it is a task towards which society
cannot remain indifferent without undermining its very own well-being.

47Kevin E. O’Reilly



Critical Thinking and Virtue

. In The Apology we learn that the examined life was important for
Socrates. He consequently subjected his own beliefs and those of others,
moral and otherwise, to constant examination. In this final part of my treat-
ment of the relevance of The Apology for an understanding of the moral
life, I wish to look at intellectual virtue.

We are all familiar with moral virtues such as compassion, self-
control, generosity, kindness, gentleness, courage, patience, and so on.
These virtues contribute in large measure to the kind of persons we are.
But there are also intellectual virtues. This term is a little unfortunate, as it
might suggest that they are not also informed by a profound moral dy-
namic. Their moral import cannot in fact be overstated.

What are the intellectual virtues? Well, they include wisdom, pru-
dence, foresight, studiousness, discernment, truthfulness, and so on. The
opposite of intellectual virtues, namely intellectual vices, include the fol-
lowing: dishonesty, uncritical acceptance of others’ opinions, gullibility,
folly, and so on. The intellectual virtues are crucial to our functioning as
intellectual and moral agents. For our ability to grasp the truth depends on
much more than our IQ or on the kind of education we receive. More
fundamentally, this ability rests on whether or not we have cultivated virtu-
ous habits of the mind. In the words of W. Jay Wood: “Our careers as
cognitive agents, as persons concerned to lay hold of the truth and pursue
other important intellectual goals, will in large measure succeed or fail as
we cultivate our intellectual lives”.31

Viewing the intellectual virtues as important to the unfolding of the
life of mind formed an integral part of the ancient and medieval traditions
of philosophy.32  The intellectual virtues are central to our integrity as hu-
man beings: on them depend our ability to grasp truth, as already stated;
on them also depends the kind of persons we become: truthful, critical,
attentive to detail, aware of nuances, and so on; or dishonest, uncritical,
fuzzy, forcing reality into black and white categories, and so on. What
distinguishes us from even the highest of the other animals is our rational-
ity. To be good beings of our kind, therefore, that is to say, good human
beings, requires that we function well as rational agents. Whether or not
we do so will have a fundamentally determining effect on the moral vir-
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tues, for their unfolding and right development depends to a large extent,
for adults, on an attitude of critical reflection __ precisely the kind of reflec-
tion that Socrates was concerned to cultivate.

In the Apology we witness the intertwining of a cultivation of intel-
lectual virtue and moral virtue, pursuit of truth and pursuit of goodness.
Socrates adopts a critical stance toward the accepted norms of behaviour
and common opinions of his day, norms and opinions based on the so-
phistical desire for power, pleasure and success. He subjects to close
examination the opinions of those who subscribe to life lived in this way.
Socrates’ approach is dialogical, that is to say, it is based on dialogue with
others in a genuine search, at least on his part, for truth __ that truth which
pertains to human nature and upon which are predicated the conditions
for true human flourishing.33

Conclusion

In the course of our deliberations concerning the Apology we
have attempted to unpack some of the philosophical riches virtually con-
tained in Socrates’ discussion of his mission. The ethical notions that he
highlights cannot in reality be disentangled from each other, a fact to which
the overlapping between the various sections of this article bears witness.
Not only is the moral life itself a dynamic affair, there also obtains a dy-
namic inter-involvement between its various constitutive parts. Thus, for
example, there is the question of a correct understanding of human nature
and the education of young people based upon this understanding, which
education clearly has implications for the wider society. Clearly, more-
over, a sense of the divine, as manifested through moral consciousness, is
an indispensable condition for the unfolding of the moral life __ one of the
defining characteristics of human beings and clearly the one with which
Socrates is obsessed. This unfolding, however, cannot take place without
the exercise of critical reason which, in the case of Socrates, receives its
initial and ongoing stimulus from his experience of the divine. The signifi-
cance of this exercise of critical reason __ and, by extension, an opening of
the human psyche to the transcendent source of moral experience __ for
equipping anyone to be a suitable mentor for the young is apparent. Their
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importance for the well-being of society at large follows from this fact.
Interestingly, it was at a time when Athenian society had fallen

under the sway of the teaching of the Sophists __ in spite of the fact that the
Sophists had at the same time become unpopular - that Socrates enunci-
ated his teaching.34  It was arguably the experience of not being able to
“find his way around” in this “world” that forced Socrates to embark upon
his philosophical crusade, a crusade which was inescapably moral in tenor.35

The Sophists espoused an individualist doctrine, summed up in Protagoras’
famous assertion that man is the measure of things. They espoused moral
relativism, denying any basis for absolute moral standards. And their scep-
ticism led them to adopt an atheistic attitude.36  Socrates, in contrast,
recognized the importance of a societal context for the unfolding of the
moral life. He engaged in a relentless pursuit of the good. And, finally, he
was open to the operation of transcendence in his life.

Although I do not wish to make any sweeping generalizations, it
cannot be denied that the three characteristics of the sophist movement
mentioned here have gained greater prominence once again in the wake
of the Enlightenment project, particularly in the postmodern era. Perhaps
this fact alone provides sufficient reason for bringing both the teaching and
the existential attitudes of Socrates into dialogue with our own age. Per-
haps the initiation of such dialogue will fall to the lot of those who find
difficulty “finding their way around” in contemporary civilization.
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