
NO INST IT UT IONAL AFFILIAT ION LOG  IN

B R O WS E

 Socrates' Last Bath
Douglas J. St ewart
Journal of  t he Hist ory of  Philosophy
Johns Hopkins Universit y Press
Volume 10, Number 3, July 1972
pp. 253-259
10.1353/hph.2008.1479
ARTICLE

View Cit at ion

In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

S ocrate s ' Las t Bath DOUG LAS  J. S TEWART THE PURPOS E OF THIS  NOTE is  to  ce le brate  the  dis cove ry--if that is
not too s trong  a te rm---of one  of thos e  de lig htful if minor as pe cts  of Plato's  art that prove s  all ove r ag ain that
g e nius  is  known as  much by s mall pains  as  by mag nifice nt archite ctonics  . Why doe s  S ocrate s  take  a bath in
the  Phae do (l16 a)?  Not, why doe s  he  s ay he  is  g oing  to  take  one --to  s ave  the  wome n trouble  a>e r he  is
de ad--but why doe s  Plato bothe r to  me ntion this  s e e ming ly trivial incide nt?  The  Phae do is  not his tory; no
dialog ue  is . But the  Phae do contains  an e xtra prohibition ag ains t our re ading  it as  the  me re  re port of
his torical fact: Plato  hims e lf was  not the re , and pos s ibly was  ill (59 a). He re  ag ain, the  que s tion is  not, Is  this
true ?  but, Why doe s  Plato me ntion it?  Why doe s  he  ins is t that the  re ade r not imag ine  him as  among  thos e
pre s e nt?  Cle arly s o  that we  could not take  what follows  as  his tory or journalis m, but as  drama, an ide al
cre ation of the  imag ination e voke d by, but not limite d to, the  actual occurre nce s  on the  las t day of S ocrate s '
life . I will arg ue  he re  that S ocrate s ' bath, inde e d the  whole  mis e -e n-s ckne  of the  Phae do, is  the  s imulation of
a te le t~, a ritual of initiation and purification practice d by the  pe ople  his tory has  come  to  call Orphics . S ince

Socrates' last bath.
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the  dramatic  point of the  dialog ue  is  that this  may not be  the  las t day of S ocrate s ' life  at all, but the
be g inning  of his  immortality, Plato  was  obvious ly ins pire d to  we ave  the  arg ume nts  about immortality around
a s ys te m of Orphic  commonplace s  about the  whe e l of birth, the  ne e d for a ritual c le ans ing  from s in in orde r
to  e s cape  a foul Home ric  Hade s , and the  body-pris on analog y. 1 No doubt he  g ot his  orig inal ins piration from
the  fact that S ocrate s  die d in a pris on, and thus  his  de ath was  a form of e s cape  from both the  pris on of the
body and the  pris on of the  s tate . 2 But, I would x Pas s ag e s  of "Orphic" orig in and/or ins piration are  g ive n in
the  inde x of the  Burne t e dition (Oxford, 19 11), p. 152. S e e  als o G uthrie  (note  3), pp. 242-244, and note  7
be low. 2 The  importance  of capture -pros e cute -pris on motifs  in the  Phae do has  not in my opinion be e n g ive n
its  due  in s cholars hip. At 115c Crito  as ks  S ocrate s  how he  wis he s  to  be  burie d and S ocrate s  re plie s ,
"Howe ve r you wis h, if you catch me  and I do not e lude  you." The  latte r ve rb is  e kphug o; the  common me aning
is  to  e s cape  or e lude , but one  s pe cializ e d me aning  is  to  win acquittal in a criminal cas e . This  the n re minds
us  of an e arlie r pas s ag e , whe re  S ocrate s  g ive s  Ce be s  the  re as ons  he  has  take n up writing  poe try, as  a
me s s ag e  for the  poe t-s ophis t, Eve nus  (6 1b-c). The  ne xt s e nte nce , as  commonly trans late d, g oe s  "and te ll
him, if he  has  any s e ns e , to  follow me  as  quickly as  he  can. I s ha!l be  taking  my de parture  today, it s e e ms  . . ."
(Bluck). The  dis cus s ion imme diate ly turns  to  s uicide  be caus e  S immias  and the  othe rs  as s ume  that the  ve rb
"to follow," di6 ke in, me ans  to  follow S ocrate s  to  de ath. But this  ve rb too contains  (an inte ntional? )
ambig uity. Ag ain in the  te chnical lang uag e  of the  courts , it me ans  to  pros e cute . I think Plato me ans  S ocrate s
to inte nd tae  latte r me aning --Eve nus , S ocrate s  [253] 254 HIS TORY OF PHILOS OPHY add, it is  not jus t the
arg ume nts  of the  dialog ue  which are  g ive n an "orphic" flavor; the  dramatic  "s tag ing ," the  coming s  and
g oing s  of the  various  "actors " in the  pie ce  are  g ive n the  tone  of orphic  ritual, as  we ll. But s ince  the  me re
me ntion of the  word "Orphic" s e e ms  to  thre ate n s cholarly controve rs y I mus t at the  outs e t make  it c le ar that
I am not he re  trying  to  s ay anything  ne w or conte ntious  about the  many are as  of dis pute  conne cte d with the
Orphic  Que s tion pe r s e .3 It has  be e n doubte d that the  word "Orphic" as  us e d by ancie nt write rs  re ally re fe rs
to  a s pe cific , org aniz e d body of wors hippe rs  with codifie d s ys te ms  of ritual and commonly-ag re e d-upon
doctrine s , analog ous ...
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