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Identifying Rhetoric in the Apology:

Does Socrates Use the Appeal For Pity?

Thomas Lewis

McMaster University

Many rhetorical devices in
Socrates'

defense speech have been identified

and compared with similar rhetorical devices in
Isocrates'

Antidosis and
Gorgias'

Palamedes.
]
Two main lines of interpretation emerge from this work.

The first treats the rhetorical elements as a vehicle for an ironic parody of the

disreputable forensic rhetoric of the day. The second rejects the parody inter

pretation and portrays the rhetorical elements as a subordinate part of
Socrates'

attempt to provide a sincere and truthful account of his life. This paper explores

the possibility that the interpretations of parody and of sincere truth-telling do

not take into account a deeply embedded rhetorical strategy that is still well

hidden in the defense speech. I offer as an example of this deeply embedded

rhetoric
Socrates'

use of the appeal for pity and his very successful attempt to

conceal this appeal in the peroration of his defense speech. This rhetoric does

not appear to fit within either the interpretation of rhetoric as parody or the

interpretation of rhetoric as subordinate to truth-telling.

John Burnet's work provides a foundation for the parody interpretation. Re

cently R. E. Allen and Kenneth Seeskin have extended and refined Burnet's

analysis.2

Both Allen and Seeskin interpret
Socrates'

rhetoric in the defense

speech as Plato's attack on the pandering rhetoric that permeated the courts and

the assembly. Allen interprets the Apology as a parody of disreputable rhetoric

in general, whereas Seeskin claims that Plato has in mind
Gorgias'

rhetoric in

the Palamedes as the specific target for an ironic parody. Although Allen and

Seeskin emphasize the highly rhetorical quality of the defense speech, they

claim Socrates eschews the use of rhetoric to gain an acquittal and that his use

of standard rhetorical devices is sufficiently transparent to be an ironic parody

of the disreputable pleading that he rejects. They also emphasize the similarities

between this attack on rhetoric in the Apology and
Socrates'

denunciation of

rhetoric in the Gorgias.
3

Those who understand
Socrates'

defense as a sincere and truthful account of

his life largely discount the role of rhetoric as parody or as persuasion. Brick-

house and Smith claim either parody or persuasion would be at odds with Soc

rates'

sincere and straightforward presentation of his way of
life.4

Thus, for

example, they reject the possibility that Socrates is using
the story of the Oracle

as a rhetorical device. "Were he then to be intentionally misleading about such

interpretation, Winter 1993-94, Vol. 21, No. 2



106 Interpretation

a substantive point, he would be guilty of the very sort of dishonest rhetoric for

which he condemns the
prosecution."5

C.D.C. Reeve agrees there is no overall

ironical and parodying tone in the Apology. Reeve recognizes that the presence

of some rhetorical elements means that Socrates does make some attempt to

persuade, but Reeve insists that the persuasive element is much subordinate

to
truth-telling.6

Thus, although Reeve gives more weight to the rhetorical

elements than Brickhouse and Smith, he also discounts the significance of

rhetoric.

Both the view of rhetoric as ironic parody and the view of rhetoric subordi

nate to truth-telling set aside the possibility that the rhetorical elements so far

identified in the Apology may be part of an overall rhetorical strategy. Is there a

reluctance to open up the possibility that these rhetoric devices may be only

surface indicators of a much more deeply embedded rhetorical structure? Livio

Rossetti claims there is such a reluctance and that it is due to "a kind of precon

ception, a traditional but ungrounded attitude, [that prevents] us from calling a

spade a spade, and from treating
Socrates'

rhetoric as
rhetoric."7

If Rossetti is correct, we may ask what has created and sustained an attitude

that prevents us from treating
Socrates'

rhetoric as rhetoric. I believe an answer

may emerge if we realize that the masterful use of rhetoric may not appear as

rhetoric. Skillful rhetoric may be skillfully concealed from its audience. Thus,

despite progress in identifying some of the rhetorical elements in the Apology,

much of a powerful rhetorical structure still could be concealed from view.

Perhaps we cannot call this spade a spade because it has been so well hidden

that we do not recognize what we are looking
at.8

With the difficulty of recognizing rhetoric in mind I turn to identifying and

explicating some of
Socrates'

rhetoric in the Apology. I focus on the peroration

where Socrates claims that he has not, and that he will not, stoop to the disrep
utable methods of forensic rhetoric so common in the courts of Athens. He

singles out one particularly disreputable appeal that he will not use the appeal

for pity.

THE PLEA FOR PITY IN THE PERORATION

Most scholars have accepted
Socrates'

refusal to appeal for pity pretty much

at face value. They agree that by not hauling his family before the court Socra
tes eschews the appeal for pity, even though he could have employed it, for as
he says: "To quote the very words of Homer, even I am not sprung from an oak

or from a
rock"

(34d). Socrates does not just omit the appeal for pity. He

emphasizes that his failure to appeal for pity is the result of an explicit deci

sion, and he offers a number of reasons for his decision. He claims he is
concerned with tarnishing his reputation with such disgraceful behavior. Even
more important, he insists it would be impious for him to plead in a way which
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would induce the jurors to render other than a just and lawful verdict. More

over, he adds that such impious pleading would be self-incriminating by sub

stantiating the very charge of impiety that has brought him to court.

Some scholars argue that
Socrates'

sense of propriety leads him to go further

than just eschew an appeal for pity. They suggest that by emphasizing his

refusal to appeal Socrates is urging the jurors to overcome any temptation they

may have to be moved by pity. Feaver and Hare (p. 212) claim that Socrates

emphasizes his rejection of the appeal for pity to attempt to make the jurors

discount any emotional factor that would improperly influence their decision.

I offer a very different view of
Socrates'

disavowal of the appeal for pity a

view consistent with
Socrates'

choice of words from Homer. By reminding the

jurors that he is "not sprung from an oak or a
rock"

(Odyssey, XIX, 163),
Socrates is reminding them that, like Odysseus, he too has relatives. But this

reminder is more than a general association with the powerful and wily Odys

seus. "Not sprung from an oak or a
rock"

are Penelope's words as she presses

Odysseus, still disguised as a beggar, to identify himself. Odysseus, master of

deception that he is, responds to Penelope's interrogation with ever more elabo

rate lies to keep up his disguise. The next day, still not recognized by the

suitors, Odysseus takes them by surprise and kills them all.

Part of this phrase is also spoken in the Iliad by Hector just before he is

killed by Achilles. It is unlikely that Socrates is alluding to Hector (Iliad,

XXII, 126), however. Hector, speaking to himself, is lamenting that Achilles is

deaf to any appeal Hector might make to him. Hector concludes that neither

promises, nor respect, nor pity can dissuade Achilles. Hector would appeal to

Achilles if he would listen, whereas Socrates claims he will not appeal to the

jurors even though they would listen. The comparison between Socrates and

Odysseus is more
apt.9

The prowess of both Socrates and Odysseus is inti

mately connected to their mastery of speech. Accordingly, I explore the possi

bility that by emphatically eschewing the appeal for pity Socrates is engaging in

Odysseus-like deception. That is, he is disguising his appeal for pity so well

that he can use the appeal and he can also claim credit for not using the appeal.

To elucidate the appeal for pity I examine
Socrates'

peroration in light of the

peroration of
Gorgias'

Palamedes. The Palamedes is an example of the rhetoric

of the day, and Palamedes considers but then rejects the appeal for pity. An

appreciation of the rhetorical force of
Palamedes'

words helps to reveal the

more subtle rhetorical force of
Socrates'

words.

The peroration of a defense speech summarized the main points of the re

futation and often buttressed the refutation with an explicit appeal for pity.

Defendants often paraded their distraught friends and relatives before the court

to appeal to the
jurors'

compassion. "Direct requests for pity were so common

that failure to beg for the
jurors'

compassion was regarded as a sign of antago

nism towards the popular courts and their
methods."10

Thus we may expect to

find an appeal for pity in the Palamedes. Indeed, Palamedes acknowledges that
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he is expected to conclude with an appeal for pity. There is no appeal for pity

in the peroration of the Palamedes, however; instead, Palamedes has a good

deal to say about his refusal to appeal for pity.

Palamedes begins his peroration by summing up many aspects of his good

character, and then, concerned not to appear boastful, he remarks: "It is not for

me to praise myself, however, having been accused of these things, the present

occasion forces me to mount a defense in every way I
can"(32)." Although he

claims he would be justified in mounting a defense in any way he can, Pal

amedes explains some things are not necessary it is not necessary to appeal

for pity:

Appeals to pity, entreaties, the supplications of friends are helpful when the trial

takes place before a crowd; but when it is before you, first among the Greeks and

men of good repute, it is not proper to persuade you by using the help of friends,

nor entreaties, nor pity. Rather, it is proper for me to escape this charge by

appealing to the clearest principles of justice, putting forth the truth, and not

entangling in deception. (33)

Palamedes claims an appeal for pity may be proper when appealing to ordi

nary people (a crowd), who do not understand the clear principles of justice,

but it has no place when addressing the "first among the
Greeks."

Under the

guise of explaining his departure from the standard plea for pity, Palamedes

takes the opportunity to flatter his audience. He also continues to praise him

self, by indirectly alluding to himself as the kind of person who, even in these

desperate circumstances, is prepared to let the outcome rest on "the
truth"

and

"the principles of
justice."

He attempts to counter the possibility of appearing

too boastful by suggesting that it is the virtue of his fellow Greeks that allows

him to adhere to the principled way and forego the appeal for pity.

Socrates begins his peroration by acknowledging that the jurors may expect

him to appeal for pity with a flood of tears and a tearful parade of relatives and

friends. Like Palamedes, he says he refuses. Also like Palamedes Socrates does

not simply omit the appeal for pity. He too emphasizes that he refuses to appeal

for pity, and then he uses his refusal as a talking point to explain the impropri

ety of such appeals and entreaties
(34bc).12

He points out that the jurors and he

exist on a higher moral plane, where a defendant tells the jury the facts and

jurors determine where justice lies and "return a just and lawful
verdict"

(35c).

For after all, he claims that like them, he too is an Athenian, and anything less

is beneath Athenians. By eschewing an appeal for pity, he presents himself as

someone who would never stoop to such discreditable pleading, and he ex

presses his confidence in Athenian jurors to abide by their oaths and dispense

evenhanded justice. Like Palamedes, Socrates presents himself as a man of

principle and he flatters the jurors that they too are Athenians of the highest
principles. On these points the perorations of the Apology and the Palamedes
are very similar.
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There are two rhetorical refinements in
Socrates'

peroration, however. The
first is

Socrates'

consideration of the possible impact of his refusal to appeal for
pity. He says he understands that some of the jurors may be annoyed and angry
at his refusal, especially if they remember how they begged for pity when faced
with a much less serious charge (34bc).

It may be that one of you, reflecting on these facts, will be prejudiced against me,

and being irritated by his reflections, will give his vote in anger. If one of you is

so disposedI do not expect it, but there is the possibilityI think that I should

be quite justified in saying to him, My dear sir, of course I have some relatives. To

quote the very words of Homer, even f am not sprung "from an oak or from a
rock,"

but from human parents, and consequently I have relatives yes, and sons

too, gentlemen, three of them, one of them almost grown up and the other two

only children but all the same I am not going to produce them here and beseech

you to acquit me. (34d)

What is the cause of this anticipated irritation and anger? If it is beneath

Socrates to appeal for their pity, and y^t the jurors know they have appealed for

pity, or they know that they would appeal for pity if hauled into court, then

Socrates risks implying that they are beneath him. He may seem to be dis

tancing himself from them by stressing his commitment to the honorable way.

Notice he claims his refusal is not due to lack of respect, but it may sound like

lack of respect, indeed worse still, it may sound like scorn or contempt (34e).

He will provoke an angry reaction if his refusal to appeal for pity is interpreted

as contemptuous arrogance.

Socrates'

choice of words is calculated to diffuse rather than to exacerbate

an angry reaction. He exempts most of the jurors from any criticism. It is only
"one"

of them who may be provoked to vote against him, and even this he does

not really expect, "but there is the
possibility."

Socrates implies that most of

them are like him; they would not stoop to such disreputable pleading. He also

implies that even those few among them, who may have begged for pity, are

men of enough character to recognize what a man should do when brought into

court. They are not men who would be angry and resentful towards someone

who abides by their principles better than they have themselves. They are men

who recognize and respect honorable
behavior.11

To appreciate the rhetorical force of
Socrates'

words consider what he does

not say. Although, like Palamedes, he strikes a principled tone, he does not

distance himself from them by insisting that what he does is foreign to them.

He does not say: "I take the high road, whereas you always take the
low"

(even

if they do). Instead, he allows that they are much like him in their devotion to

the principled way. Moreover, he encourages each of them to think of someone

else among them (the ambiguous "one") whom they can all feel superior to. He

chooses his words to dissipate any anger or resentment he may provoke by his

claim to the principled way.
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The second refinement is
Socrates'

use of the appeal for pity after claiming

credit for eschewing the appeal for pity. Socrates makes his appeal by introduc

ing his family in speech rather than in the flesh. He says he mentions his family

only to emphasize his refusal to use them to plead for pity. There is another

element here, however. Although he does not physically display his family in

court, he does display them in speech. He has three sons; two are only chil

dren. Rather than literally bring them to court, Socrates invokes the images of

his children. He makes an appeal for pity by alluding to his family so indirectly
and subtly that he can also claim credit for not using them to make this appeal.

Some of
Palamedes'

audience may have been swayed by an appeal for pity,

and may even (as Socrates explains) be irritated when it is not made. However,

if we accept the Palamedes as an example of
Gorgias'

rhetoric, we must con

clude that on balance Palamedes expects to strengthen his case by forgoing an

appeal for pity. He must expect the disadvantage of forgoing an appeal for pity

to be more than offset by the propensity to think well of him for refusing this

ploy and appearing to embrace truth and justice come what may. Socrates fol

lows this reasoning and improves upon it. He anticipates the possible annoy

ance he may cause by not making the appeal for pity. Then he chooses his

words to allow each juror to attribute this irritation to someone else and to

encourage each of them to rise above an ill-spirited irritation. He encourages

them to think well of a man who lives up to the best of Athenian standards.

Then, having claimed maximum credit for not appealing for pity, he makes the

appeal for pity by introducing his family in speech rather than in person.

Socrates uses his apparent disavowal of the appeal for pity to structure the

remainder of the peroration. He asks: "Why do I not intend to do anything of

this
kind?"

(34d). To answer this question he uses the appeal for pity as an

example of all the methods of disreputable pleading which he claims to have

eschewed (34e). He rejects the appeal for pity and other disreputable methods

of pleading on the grounds that he finds them personally disgraceful and that

such methods discredit the reputation of the whole city. To protect the city's

reputation he urges the jurors to "make it clear that anyone who stages these

pathetic scenes and so brings ridicule upon our city is far more likely to be

condemned than if he kept perfectly
quiet"

(35b). Then he sets aside the ques

tion of appearances and moves toward the crux of the issue. He claims that to

use such disgraceful methods of pleading would induce them to break their

solemn oaths to return a just and lawful verdict (35c). Moreover, he claims that

if he were to attempt to induce them to break their oaths he would be guilty of

the very charge of impiety with which he has been charged (35d).

If the peroration is read without identifying the subtle way Socrates handles

the appeal for pity, Socrates seems to be reminding the jurors that he has done

what he said he would do. He seems to substantiate the claim he made in the

exordium that he would speak the truth in his usual simple and straightforward

fashion (17c).
Socrates'

words sound very different if his use of rhetorical
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technique is understood as I have suggested, however. From this perspective

his rhetoric is so much more subtle than the rhetoric of Palamedes that Socrates

can conclude his defense by claiming credit for not making an appeal for pity
when he has just made this very appeal.

THE PRESUMPTION THAT RHETORIC CAN BE RECOGNIZED

I have used some of the rhetorical techniques in the Palamedes to help to

identify the similar but more refined use of these techniques in the Apology.

Most readers have not remarked on
Socrates'

use of these techniques, so one

might well ask whether they are really there. Could so many readers have

missed them? I believe they could, partly because they are so subtly used, and

partly because of the presumption that if they were used they would be readily

identified.

Socrates himself raises the question of identification, but he does not stress

the difficulty of identifying rhetorical technique. Indeed he takes the opposite

position. He implies that identification is easy and straightforward even for

those like the jurors who are listening to his words rather than reading his

words. This implication appears as a suppressed premise in both the exordium

and the peroration. In the exordium the claim that rhetoric is readily identified

is the suppressed premise of the argument that, since rhetoric will not be seen

to be used, it is not being used. In the peroration it is the suppressed premise of

the counterfactual argument that, if he had used rhetoric (he claims he did not),

they would have noticed.

In the exordium Socrates begins his defense by responding to the
accusers'

warning to the jurors not to be deceived by his skillful speech. This immediate

response to the accusation of being a deceptively skillful speaker follows Aris

totle's advice on opening a defense. Aristotle warns that, if the accusers have

impressed the jurors, "One must therefore make room in the hearer's mind for

the speech one intends to make; and for this purpose you must destroy the

impression made by the
adversary."'4

Accordingly, Socrates claims that he is

particularly astonished at this charge, for it is untrue and it will be confuted

very quickly when it becomes obvious that he does not have the slightest skill

as a speaker (17b). He claims his lack of skill will become obvious when they

hear his straightforward speech in the first words that occur to him (17c). In

deed, he claims he is so unfamiliar with the language of the courts (the decep

tive rhetoric of the courts) that his manner of speaking will sound entirely out

of place and it might almost seem that he is from another country and speaks a

different
dialect."

Socrates rests his claim that his speech will sound simple, perhaps even

alien, on the presumption that skillful speech can be readily identified as skill

ful speech. Socrates uses the presumption that if speech sounds simple and
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straightforward (as his speech will) then it is simple and straightforward. He

sets aside the possibility that the simple and straightforward sound
of his speech

may be the result of the use of skillful rhetoric a rhetoric so skillfully used

that by passing undetected it confutes the charge of being a skillful
speaker.16

In the peroration Socrates claims that he has spoken in a simple and straight

forward fashion as he said he would in the exordium. He claims that to have

done otherwise would not be reputable, moral, or consistent with his religious

duty. In short, he claims he is just not the sort of man who engages in decep
tive speech (35d). Moreover, he claims that even if he were that sort of man he

would not have attempted to prevail upon them to go against their solemn

oaths. For as he says:

Above all you must not expect it when 1 stand charged with impiety by Meletus

here. Surely it is obvious that if I tried to persuade you and prevail upon you by

my entreaties to go against your solemn oath, I should be teaching you contempt

for religion, and by my very defense I should be accusing myself of having no

religious belief. (35d)

Here again is the suppressed premise that rhetoric is readily identifiable.

Socrates presumes that appeals to pity, and by extension other impious appeals,
would be recognized by the jurors for what they are. This recognition would

have two consequences. He would be teaching them contempt for religion (pre

sumably by the example of his impious behavior), and he would be incriminat

ing himself by being seen to do one of the very things of which he is accused.

The presumption that rhetoric is readily identifiable need not be introduced

by Socrates; it may be imported into a reading of the Apology by the reader. In

either event, by trading on the presumption that rhetoric is readily identifiable,

Socrates entrenches the presumption in the mind of the audience an audience

either of jurors or of readers that if he were to use rhetoric the audience

would see it for what it is. Because his rhetoric is so subtle, however, it is not

immediately apparent. Thus the reader is not provoked to investigate the possi

bility that Socrates is both using rhetoric and taking great care to conceal his

use of rhetoric. It is not surprising that
Socrates'

appeal for pity has remained

so well concealed.

CONCLUSION

In the peroration Socrates identifies the appeal for pity as an example of the

disreputable rhetoric he refuses to employ. He then makes the appeal for pity so

subtly that he can go on to claim credit for being the kind of man who would

not make such an appeal. He also anticipates the possible annoyance of jurors

who take his disavowal of the appeal for pity at face value, by flattering the

jurors that it is beneath them to be irritated by his refusal to appeal for pity
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for as men of principle they too appreciate honorable behavior.
Socrates'

rheto

ric is far more subtle than Palamedes'. Palamedes forgoes the potential of the

appeal for pity and relies solely on the ploy of displaying himself as the kind of

man who refuses to stoop to such disreputable pleading. Socrates attempts to

obtain the rhetorical force of both making the appeal for pity and disavowing it.
Socrates'

subtle rhetoric in the peroration is difficult to detect. He com

pounds the difficulty of detection with his misleading claims in the exordium

and the peroration. In the exordium he claims that rhetoric is so readily identi

fiable that the simple and straightforward sound of his speech will be clear

evidence that he has no rhetorical ability. In the peroration he claims that rheto

ric is so readily identifiable that if he were to use rhetoric his audience would

quickly recognize its use and condemn him for impiety. Thus it is very difficult

for the reader to overcome the attitude which Rossetti claims prevents us from

treating
Socrates'

rhetoric as rhetoric. It is difficult because Socrates has used

his rhetorical skill to create and sustain the reader's belief that the rhetoric in

the peroration is not rhetoric.

Although
Socrates'

rhetoric in the peroration is deeply embedded, I believe I

have identified enough of an underlying rhetorical structure to open up the

possibility of comparable rhetorical structures in other parts of the speech. If

similar rhetoric is identified elsewhere, it will be difficult to sustain interpreta

tions of the Apology as either ironic parody or as sincere and straightforward

truth-telling. We will need a more comprehensive understanding of
Socrates'

use of rhetoric.
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