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Crito 43a–54e1 
 
Introduction. Crito tries to convince Socrates to escape. He fails. But the text is a 
founding document for political philosophy, with questions like these: why do we 
have a duty or moral obligation to obey the state and its laws; what justifies a state’s 
authority over individuals; and how is justified civil disobedience possible? 
 
Questions. 
1. Crito gives a series of reasons for Socrates to flee (44b–46a). Select one: 

explain it and then critically examine it. 
2. Socrates argues that the opinions of the many people do not matter (46d–47d). 

Why? What is his argument? 
3.* Socrates suggests that we should act according to expert knowledge (47b–d). 

Do you agree? 
4.* Between 48a and 50a, Socrates notes a series of crucial ethical points. Being 

selective, what are they, and how does Socrates argue for them? 
5. Why would Socrates’s escape ‘destroy the laws’ of the state (50a ff.)? 
6.* The Laws’s second point concerns a sort of agreement or contract (51a–53a). 

Explain how does shows that Socrates’s escape would be unjust. 
7. What is the broader point about avoiding ‘well-governed states’ (53c)? 
 
Background. (a) There are three potential tensions in the Crito. (i) In the Apology, 
Socrates says that he owes a greater obedience to god that to the court, and hence 
the state (29d). But The Laws’ speech suggests total moral duty to the state, and 
maximal (exceptionless) obedience to its laws. Problem: inconsistency. Possible 
solution: a hierarchy of duties, according to which the duty to god overrides the 
duty to the state. Textual evidence? (ii) Socrates claims that nobody must ever 
willingly do an injustice (49a). Suppose that a state passes an unjust law, e.g., a law 
that discriminates against some individuals. So, given that the state demands total 
obedience, one does willingly do an injustice by complying with the law. Problem: 
contradiction. (iii) Total duty seems incongruent with one’s own conscience; and 
since the state apparently overrides personal liberty, civil disobedience is ruled out. 
Problem: this seems incompatible with the point about persuading the state of a 
law’s injustice (e.g., 51c): the very act of questioning a law looks like disobedience. 
Possible solution: obedience is possible in the sense that when we deem a law 
unjust, we attempt to persuade the authorities before the court that disobedience is 
justified in this case. 

                                                
1  The Last Days of Socrates, pp. 79–96 


