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Plato's dialogue Crito presents a compelling exploration of ethics, justice, and the social
contract through a conversation between Socrates and his wealthy friend Crito. As Socrates
awaits execution in prison, Crito visits him to discuss the possibility of escaping. This
dialogue not only reflects Socratic philosophy but also raises significant questions about the
nature of justice, the individual's relationship with the state, and moral duty. By examining
the key themes and arguments presented in Crito, we can gain a deeper understanding of
Plato's philosophical inquiries and their relevance to contemporary ethical dilemmas.

Context of the Dialogue

To fully appreciate the significance of Crito, it is essential to consider the historical and
philosophical context in which it was written.



Historical Background

- Socrates' Trial: The dialogue takes place shortly after Socrates' trial, where he was
sentenced to death for corrupting the youth of Athens and impiety. His willingness to
accept this sentence rather than escape or plead for mercy sets the stage for the moral
discussions that follow.
- Athenian Democracy: The political landscape of Athens at the time was characterized by a
fragile democracy, where public opinion could sway legal outcomes. Socrates' commitment
to his philosophical principles often put him at odds with the prevailing norms.

Philosophical Context

- Socratic Method: Socrates is known for his dialectical method of questioning, which seeks
to stimulate critical thinking and illuminate ideas. In Crito, he employs this method to
challenge Crito's views on justice and obligations.
- Ethics and Morality: The dialogue delves into ethical questions that are central to Socratic
philosophy, particularly concerning the nature of justice and the importance of living a
virtuous life.

Summary of the Dialogue

Crito begins with Crito visiting Socrates in prison, where he finds his friend resigned to his
fate. Crito expresses his deep concern for Socrates and urges him to escape, presenting
several arguments for why Socrates should abandon his commitment to his principles.

Crito's Arguments for Escape

Crito presents a series of arguments aimed at persuading Socrates to flee:

1. Reputation: Crito worries that if Socrates does not escape, people will think that he chose
to die out of cowardice rather than true conviction.
2. Financial Support: Crito offers to finance the escape, ensuring that Socrates would not be
a burden on anyone.
3. Obligation to Family: Crito argues that Socrates has a responsibility to his children to be
present and raise them.
4. Injustice of the Verdict: Crito emphasizes that the sentence is unjust, and thus, Socrates
should not comply with it.

Despite these compelling reasons, Socrates counters each argument, leading to a deeper
examination of justice and moral duty.



Socrates' Response to Crito

Socrates' response to Crito is multifaceted, focusing on the nature of justice, the obligations
of the individual to society, and the importance of living a virtuous life.

The Nature of Justice

- Social Contract: Socrates introduces the idea of a social contract, suggesting that by living
in Athens, he has implicitly agreed to abide by its laws, even when they are unjust. He
argues that escaping would undermine the very principles of justice he has espoused
throughout his life.
- Moral Integrity: Socrates emphasizes that one must prioritize moral integrity over public
opinion or personal convenience. He believes that acting unjustly, even in response to
injustice, would corrupt his soul.

The Role of the Individual

- Obligation to the State: Socrates argues that individuals have a duty to uphold the laws of
the state, as these laws provide order and structure to society. He maintains that by
escaping, he would be violating this duty.
- Philosophical Consistency: Socrates stresses that his actions must align with his
philosophical beliefs. To escape would contradict his teachings on justice and virtue,
making him a hypocrite.

Consequences of Escape

Socrates contemplates the potential consequences of escaping:

1. Erosion of Trust in the Law: If citizens can choose to disregard the law when it suits them,
it would lead to chaos and undermine the societal structure.
2. Impact on Others: Socrates reflects on how his escape could influence others'
perceptions of justice and integrity, potentially leading them astray.

The Importance of Virtue

Throughout the dialogue, Socrates emphasizes the significance of virtue and the pursuit of
the good life.

Living a Good Life



- Definition of the Good Life: For Socrates, the good life is one that adheres to virtue and
wisdom. He believes that true happiness cannot be achieved through material wealth or
public acclaim but through living according to moral principles.
- Fear of Death: Socrates argues that fear of death should not dictate one's actions. Instead,
one should focus on living a just life, as the soul's well-being is paramount.

Final Decision

Ultimately, Socrates chooses to accept his fate rather than escape. He remains steadfast in
his beliefs, illustrating his commitment to justice and virtue. Crito, though initially resistant,
comes to understand Socrates' perspective, recognizing the depth of his philosophical
convictions.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Crito

Crito serves as a powerful exploration of ethical philosophy, highlighting the tension
between individual desires and societal obligations. Through Socrates' unwavering
commitment to justice, Plato invites readers to reflect on their own moral choices and the
implications of their actions within the broader context of society. The dialogue challenges
us to consider:

- How do we define justice in our own lives?
- What responsibilities do we owe to the state as citizens?
- Can we remain true to our principles in the face of adversity?

The themes explored in Crito resonate deeply in contemporary discussions about ethics,
civil disobedience, and the role of individuals within society. As we navigate our moral
landscapes, Socrates' teachings continue to inspire us to strive for a life of virtue, even in
the face of profound challenges.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Plato's 'Crito'?
The main themes in 'Crito' include justice, the nature of the soul, the importance of law and
order, and the moral obligation to uphold one's principles. The dialogue explores Socrates'
views on whether he should escape from prison and the implications of such an action.

How does Socrates justify his decision to remain in
prison in 'Crito'?
Socrates justifies his decision by arguing that escaping would undermine the laws of
Athens, which he has agreed to follow. He believes that one should never do wrong, even in
response to wrongdoing, and that maintaining a commitment to justice is paramount.



What role does Crito play in the dialogue, and what
does he represent?
Crito serves as a friend and a concerned citizen who represents the voice of practicality and
societal opinion. He urges Socrates to escape to save his life, highlighting the tension
between personal loyalty and adherence to philosophical principles.

What philosophical concepts does Socrates discuss
regarding the soul in 'Crito'?
Socrates discusses the immortality of the soul and the idea that the soul's well-being is
more important than physical life. He emphasizes that committing injustice harms the soul
and that one should prioritize living a virtuous life over mere survival.

How does 'Crito' contribute to the overall
understanding of Socratic philosophy?
'Crito' contributes to the understanding of Socratic philosophy by illustrating Socrates'
unwavering commitment to his ethical beliefs and the pursuit of truth. It reinforces the idea
that philosophy is not just theoretical but should guide one's actions, particularly in matters
of justice and morality.
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