‘I Go To Die’ by Socrates
The Speech
 Watch the speech delivered by Derek Jacobi
Duration: 8 minutes 16 seconds
https://www.speech.almeida.co.uk/speech/i-go-to-die


Discuss students’ initial responses.

Context
Socrates was a Greek philosopher who is often credited as one of the founders of Western philosophy. Socrates did
not produce any written record of his thoughts or conversations and so his work is known mostly through the
accounts of two classical writers Plato and Xenophon.
He was a controversial figure and at age 70 was charged with corruption and impiety for not revering the gods
worshipped by the state. He was brought to trial in front of a jury of 500 Athenian citizens and sentenced to death by
poisoning.
➢ Ask students to research Socrates’ contribution to political life in Ancient Greece. Get them to consider the
following:


What impact did he have on his contemporaries?



What led to his arrest?

Content
 Watch the speech again
 Ask students to select three of the following words which they feel best describe Socrates’ speech with
justifications for their choices.
Clever
Reasoned
Proud
Courageous
Defiant
Triumphant
Hopeful
 Ask them to consider what points he makes about:
Death
Age
Righteousness

Language and Structure
➢ Ask students to read a copy of the speech and explore the rhetorical devices used. A transcript of the speech
is included at the end of this document.
➢ This exercise encourages students to identify features of rhetorical language, and more importantly to
comment on their effect.
➢ Provide students with the chart below. This exercise could be done individually with each student
completing the full table or by splitting the class in to groups and allocating three lines of the table to each
group and asking them to feedback on one.
Language/ Structural Device

Figurative language e.g.
metaphors, similes,
personification, hyperbole, and
symbolism
Ethos – a demonstration of the
speaker’s credibility or strength
of character
Pathos – the emotional appeal of
the speech

Logos – appealing to the
audience with reason and using
facts and figures
Contrasts

Pronouns and modes of
addressing audience

Register e.g. formal or informal

Example

Effect

Discussion
 Watch the discussion between Derek Jacobi and Members from the Finsbury Park Death Cafe and Gentle
Dusk community.
Duration: 5 minutes 30 seconds
https://www.speech.almeida.co.uk/reaction/i-go-to-die
 Discuss with students the extent to which the reaction group finds Socrates’ calm approach to death
impressive? Ask them to consider if they agree with his outlook?
 Discuss the following questions with your students:


Is this a speech you would expect to hear from a leader?



How do we view death as a society? What conversations do people have and what conversations are
missing?



Would you like to know when you are going to die? How would this change the way you lived your life?

Extension Task
 As a class, read the ‘To be or not to be’ soliloquy from Hamlet. Compare Hamlet’s contemplation of death
with Socrates’.

Useful Links
Websites
A Man for Our Time – Why Socrates views are still relevant today
Socrates – History Channel Biography
Socrates – Encyclopedia Britannica Biography
Talking about Death and Dying – Resources from Dying Matters
A space to talk about death – How to hold your own Death Café

THE LAST WORDS OF SOCRATES
Socrates | 399 B.C.
Not much time will be gained, Athenians, in return for the evil name which you will get for killing Socrates.
If you had waited a little while, your desire would have been fulfilled in the course of nature. For I am old, and not
far from death. You think that I was convicted through deficiency of words - I mean, that if I had thought fit to leave
nothing undone, nothing unsaid, I might have gained an acquittal.
But I had not the boldness or impudence or inclination to address you as you would have liked me to address you,
weeping and wailing and lamenting, and saying and doing many things which you have been accustomed to hear
from others, and which, are unworthy of me. But I don't regret my defence.
I would rather die having spoken after my manner, than speak in your manner and live. For often in battle there is no
doubt that if a man will throw away his arms, and fall on his knees before his pursuers, he may escape death; and in
other dangers there are other ways of escaping death, if a man is willing to say and do anything.
The difficulty, my friends, is not in avoiding death, but in avoiding unrighteousness; for that runs faster than death. I
am old and move slowly, and my accusers are keen and quick, and the faster runner, who is unrighteousness, has
overtaken me.
Me you have killed because you wanted to escape the accuser, and not to give an account of your lives.
If you think that by killing men you can avoid the accuser censuring your lives, you are mistaken; that is not a way of
escape which is either possible or honorable; the easiest and noblest way is not to be crushing others, but to be
improving yourselves.
Til now the oracle within me has constantly been in the habit of warning me. Was I going to make a slip or error?
But now there has come upon me that which is generally believed to be, the last and worst evil. But the oracle made
no sign of opposition. Either as I was leaving my house and going out in the morning or when I was going up into this
court or while I was speaking. What do I take to be the explanation of this?
I will tell you. I regard this as a proof that what has happened to me is a good, and that those of us who think that
death is an evil are in error. Either death is a state of nothingness and utter unconsciousness, or, as men say, there is
a change and migration of the soul from this world to another.
Now if you suppose that there is no consciousness, but a sleep like the sleep of him who is undisturbed even by the
sight of dreams, death will be an unspeakable gain. For if a person were to select the night in which his sleep was
undisturbed even by dreams, and were to compare with this the other days and nights of his life, and then were to
tell us how many days and nights he had passed in the course of his life better and more pleasantly than this one, I
think that any man, will not find many such days or nights, when compared with the others.
Now if death is like this, I say that to die is gain; for eternity is then only a single night.
But if death is the journey to another place, and there, as men say, all the dead are, what good can be greater than
this?
What would not a man give if he might converse with Orpheus and Homer? Nay, if this be true, let me die again and
again.
I, too, shall have a wonderful interest in a place where I can converse with Ajax and other heroes of old, who have
suffered death through an unjust judgement; and there will be no small pleasure, as I think, in comparing my own

sufferings with theirs. Above all, I shall be able to continue my search into true and false knowledge; as in this world,
so also in that; I shall find out who is wise, and who pretends to be wise, and is not.
For in that world they do not put a man to death for this; certainly not. For besides being happier in that world than
in this, they will be immortal, if what is said is true. Wherefore, judges, be of good cheer about death, and know this
of a truth - that no evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death.
He and his are not neglected by the gods; nor has my own approaching end happened by mere chance. But I see
clearly that to die and be released was better for me; and therefore the oracle gave no sign. For which reason also, I
am not angry with my accusers, or my condemners; they have done me no harm, although neither of them meant to
do me any good; and for this I may gently blame them.
The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways - I to die, and you to live.
Which is better God only knows.

