
The Hero and the Philosopher in Plato’s Apology 
 

Ancient Greek culture was founded on the bedrock of mythic heroes – human life was 
seen as unfolded in a world in which “all things were full of the Gods”.  In this world 
mortal interaction with the Immortals was especially intense when great tasks were 
demanded of the heroes: already claiming descent from the Gods, the questing heroes 
put on their own divinity when straining their soul-powers to the utmost. Most often the 
hero would be inspired by a Goddess – sometimes in an obviously beneficent way 
(Athena counselling Perseus, Odysseus, or some other favoured mortal), and sometimes 
in a less obviously helpful way (for example, Hera forcing Heracles into a position 
where he was obliged to serve Eurystheus who set him his twelve labours). 

One might say that the aim of the hero was to discover his or her own divine substratum 
through the pursuit of honour: in Plato the hero is transformed into one who attempts 
the same discovery though the pursuit of wisdom. Again, only a straining beyond the 
normal limits of human action awakens the philosopher to divine consciousness: we 
might say that the exhaustion of the human powers leads to their stilling and this gives 
room for the divine powers to flourish.  

It is quite clear that Plato holds up Socrates as the model of the philosophic hero, and 
the dialogues set around the trial and execution of his teacher, allows Plato to show the 
intrinsic immortality emerging from the cover of the merely mortal. The last three 
dialogues featuring Socrates – the Apology, the Crito and the Phaedo – have moments 
when this philosophic hero is profoundly linked to Heracles, Achilles and Theseus.  

 

The Apology and the labours of Heracles 

A significant part of Socrates’ defence at his trial is his description of how puzzled he 
was by the oracle of Apollo at Delphi who had proclaimed “that there is none wiser that 
Socrates in the whole of Greece”. This puzzlement prompted him to go around 
questioning his fellow Athenians to see who had a wisdom that might be greater than 
his own: after listing the kinds of people he had interrogated he summarizes with these 
words:  

“So I must relate to you my wandering as I performed my Herculean labours, so 
to speak, in order that the oracle might be proved to be irrefutable.” (22a, tr. 
Fowler) 

Heracles, at least according to some versions of his great cycle, had been told to submit 
himself to the commands of Eurystheus by the Oracle of Apollo at Delphi in order to 
atone for a murder that he had committed – that, in fact, his servitude should last for 12 
years – and that if he successfully did so he would gain immortality. Heracles died by 
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putting on an envenomed cloak, which burnt away his flesh: he did not descend into 
Hades however, but was taken up into the Olympic heaven by Athena, thus becoming 
truly immortal. His labours are in this way deemed to be successfully completed: is this 
the case with Socrates who, to his very end, continues to claim that he has “no wisdom 
great or small”? In conventional terms, can his defence be deemed successful? 

The prizes that Heracles obtains and the order he brings to the world in his 12 years of 
servitude can, perhaps, be likened to the gifts that Socrates’ philosophic quest brings 
both to himself and to those that follow him: towards the end of the Apology (41d) he 
calmly states that “to a good man nothing is evil, neither while living or when dead, and 
that his concerns are never neglected by the Gods.” 

 

The Apology and the Crito and Achilles 

We might note the connection between Socrates and Achilles is already prefigured in 
the Apology when Socrates says that he would not abandon his divine task laid upon 
him by the Oracle of Apollo, seeing it through despite the dangers, in the same way that 
Achilles was unperturbed by his mother’s warning regarding his fate, should he kill 
Hector: 

“Perhaps, however, some one will say, Are you not ashamed, Socrates, to have 
applied yourself to a study, through which you are now in danger of being put to 
death?  To this person I shall justly reply, That you do not speak well, O man, if 
you think that life or death ought to be regarded by the man who is capable of 
being useful though but in a small degree; and that he ought not to consider this 
alone when he acts, whether he acts justly, or unjustly, and like a good or a bad 
man.  For those demigods that died at Troy would, according to your reasoning, 
be vile characters, including the son of Thetis, who so much despised the danger 
of death when compared with disgraceful conduct, that when his mother, who was 
a goddess, on his desiring to kill Hector, thus I think addressed him - My son, if 
you revenge the slaughter of your friend Patroclus, and kill Hector, you will 
yourself die, for said she, death awaits you as soon as Hector expires: - 
Notwithstanding this, he considered the danger of death as a trifle, and much more 
dreaded living basely, and not revenging his friends.” (28b-c, tr. Taylor) 

In the Crito the same hero is invoked, when Crito says that the sacred ship of Theseus 
is reported as likely to return soon, and that therefore Socrates will be executed on the 
morrow – but Socrates replies  

I do not, therefore, think it will come this, but the next day.  But I infer this from 
a certain dream which I saw this night a little before you came; and you appear 
very opportunely not to have disturbed me. 

Cri.  But what was that dream? 
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Soc.  A certain woman, beautiful, of a pleasing aspect and in white raiment, 
seemed to approach, and calling me to say, The third day hence, O Socrates, you 
will arrive at the fertile Phthia.   (Crito 44a-b, tr. Taylor) 

Taylor notes, “What this woman said to Socrates in a dream is taken from the ninth 
book of the Iliad, and belongs to the speech of Achilles on the embassy to him from 
Agamemnon. Socrates applied what is here said in the dream to a returning to his true 
country, the intelligible world . . .”  

What are we to understand by this reference to Achilles, whose long-delayed actions on 
the plain before Troy are ultimately responsible for the breaking of the 10-year siege 
(even though, as foretold, he himself would die before it fell)? Again we have a theme 
of mortality/immortality: it is Achilles who has had his human armour replaced with 
that made by the God Hephaistos – and while this seems to give him an invulnerability, 
yet still he must go through the passage of life and death, just as Socrates must as the 
Sun sets on that “third day.” 
 

The Phaedo and Theseus 

The beginning of the Phaedo has the narrator (Phaedo) explain that the pause between 
Socrates’ sentencing and execution was caused by the delay of the return of a ship: 

This is the ship, as the Athenians say, in which Theseus formerly carried the twice 
seven young children to Crete, and preserved both them and himself.  The 
Athenians, therefore, as it is reported, then vowed to Apollo, that if the children 
were preserved, they would lead every year a sacred spectacle to Delos; which, 
from that time, they regularly send every year to the God.  As soon, therefore, as 
the preparations for the sacred spectacle commence, the law orders that the city 
shall be purified, and that no one shall be put to death by a public decree till the 
ship has arrived at Delos, and again returned to Athens.  But this sometimes takes 
a long time in accomplishing, when the winds impede their passage; but the 
festival itself commences when the priest of Apollo has crowned the stern of the 
ship.  Now this, as I told you, took place on the day preceding the trial; and on this 
account that length of time happened to Socrates in prison between his sentence 
and his death.  (58a-c, tr Taylor) 

This is the first of several times the dialogue mentions elements of the fable of Theseus 
and the Minotaur: the saving of the children by the hero is very clearly echoed by Plato’s 
presentation of Socrates as the saving by him of his companions from their fear of death 
and the illusion of materiality of the self. Theseus (like Heracles) is one of those heroes 
who is noted as being able to save not only themselves from some fearsome fate, but 
also others.1 
                                                 
1 In contrast to, for example, Odysseus who was only able to save himself, all his companions perishing on the 
long journey back to Ithaca. 
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Philosophers and Heroes 

If the heroes sought various quest-prizes – the golden fleece, a return to Ithaca, Helen 
the beautiful, the restoration of Athen’s children, or whatever – the intense striving 
common to all these is Eros or Desire.  Plato, in the Cratylus (at 398c) says of the word 
hero (‘ηρως) that it is only slightly changed from its source, and indicates their origin 
from Eros (’ερως). The pursuit of the Good, the most desirable, through truth and 
wisdom is path of philosophic virtue: “he who is sedulously employed in the acquisition 
of knowledge, who is anxious to acquire the wisdom of truth, and who employs his most 
vigorous exertions in this one pursuit; - it is perfectly necessary that such a one, if he 
touches on the truth, should be endued with wisdom about immortal and divine 
concerns; and that he should participate of immortality, as far as human nature permits, 
without leaving any part of it behind.” (Timaeus 90b-c, tr. Taylor)   

 

Philosophia as a Goddess 

Without question the most significant divine counsellor and guide for Greek heroes was 
Athena – among those aided by her were Heracles, Perseus, Jason and Belophantes. As 
she is the Goddess of Wisdom, this is hardly surprising: in the Phaedo Socrates speaks 
of Philosophy as just such a patron of the questing soul, and her actions when finding 
the soul in a sense-bound state are those that might be attributed to those of that 
Goddess: 

“The lovers of learning well know, that when philosophy receives their soul into her 
protection (and when she does so, she finds it vehemently bound and agglutinated to 
the body, and compelled to speculate things through this, as through a place of 
confinement, instead of beholding herself through herself; and besides this, rolled in 
every kind of ignorance: philosophy likewise beholds the dire nature of the 
confinement, that it arises through desire; so that he who is bound in an eminent degree 
assists in binding himself); the lovers of learning therefore, I say, know that philosophy, 
receiving their soul in this condition, endeavours gently to exhort it, and dissolve its 
bonds; and this she attempts to accomplish, by showing that the inspection of things 
through the eyes is full of deception, and that this is likewise the case with perception 
through the ears and the other senses.  Philosophy too persuades the soul to depart from 
all these fallacious informations, and to employ them no further than necessity requires; 
and exhorts her to call together and collect herself into one.  And besides this, to believe 
in no other than herself, with respect to what she understands, herself subsisting by 
herself, of that which has likewise a real subsistence by itself; and not to consider that 
as having a true being which she speculates through others, and which has its 
subsistence in others.  And lastly, that a thing of this kind is sensible and visible; but 
that what she herself perceives is intelligible and invisible.” 


