Critias and the Case against Socrates

“You put to death Socrates the sophist, because he was shown to have tutored Critias, one of the Thirty who overthrew the demos . . . .”  (Aeschines 1. 173)


More than fifty years after the execution of Socrates, Aeschines mentions it as a famous precedent. His testimony is often discounted, all the more as scholars turn away from the political rationale to a religious theory of the case (excepting Waterfield 2009). Brickhouse and Smith (1989, 1994, 2002) have argued that the link with Critias and Alcibiades was largely a product of Polycrates’ pamphlet (some years after the trial). After all, Plato’s Apology and Xenophon’s indicate no specific link with any named subversive. But these versions were not meant as an historical record (esp. Burnyeat 1997), and it seems reasonable to consider other dimensions of the case. Thus Connor (1991) suggested that Socrates was blamed for cutbacks in sacred expenditure under the Thirty (cf. Lys. 30).  Marianetti’s study of Socrates in Clouds (1993) and  Robb’s study of the character in Plato (1993) emphasize the threat to traditional associations that Socrates posed by divorcing the young of the elite from their elders.  This paper follows in that direction, toward a new hypothesis: popular sentiment against Socrates was largely inspired by the Thirty’s assault on state religion, and Critias was the figurehead for these crimes against the faith.


By what rationale was Socrates blamed for the acts of others? As Robb suggests, the charge of asebeia points to Socrates’ role in undermining family authority and the religious norms interwoven with it: if he broke those bonds, then Socrates was responsible for the wrongs that resulted, sine qua non. That sort of charge seems to provoke the response (in Xen. Mem. 1.2.27) that Socrates could not be blamed for the practices learned from other teachers, and the objections (in Xen. Ap. 25), that Socrates never actually did anything asebes – such as hierosylia. 
The “proof” probably came from witnesses (Xen. Ap. 24), but what words or deeds could they have witnessed? It is often assumed that Socrates had to be condemned for ongoing offenses (to evade the amnesty of 403), but no one present—not even Anytus, apparently—charged Socrates expressly for alienating his son. The corrupt characters at the crux of the case probably served the oligarchic regime, and we have one anecdote which suggests the tactics of the prosecution: the meeting with Critias and Charicles on the law “not to teach speech” (Mem. 1.2.31-7): Xenophon cites it to show that Socrates was at odds with the regime, but even this apologistic version gives the impression that the leaders heeded his objections. One can only suppose that he was also consulted in other areas such as sacred law. Socrates may have opposed the changes, but his unpunished opposition could be easily turned into proof of complicity (cf. Lys. 12. 50).


Like the asebeia charge against Andocides (whose information freed Critias in 415), the case against Socrates probably crystalized with the recovery of Eleusis. In the spring of 403 the town had been seized by the oligarchs: many of the leading men were arrested and condemned; thereafter religious commerce with Athens was disrupted. Though the shrine was open to both sides, the town remained under oligarchic control for two years after the first Amnesty agreement, 403-401 (Ath.Pol. 39-40). Critias, whose “atheism” was notorious, was probably blamed for that schism (though he did not live to preside over the enclave). And Socrates was not shy about his contempt for traditional views on death and the afterlife (“the most shame​less ignorance,” in Plato Ap. 29b). The rape of  Eleusis showed how disastrous his heresy could be. 

Aeschines’ testimony represents popular tradition linking Socrates to the oligarchs through their ringleader.  That tradition was probably true to prevailing sentiment at the trial; though Critias may have been seldom named, he was not forgotten.  And by that connection Socrates was broadly implicated in the “sacrilege” of the Thirty.
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