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The two set of texts presented (the Apology of Socrates and Protagoras) both touch on some 
essential questions regarding morality. The first gives Plato’s retelling of the iconic judgement and 
death of Socrates which, if one overlooks the historical accuracy of the actual event, constitutes a great 
philosophical introduction to questions about justice, intentionality and the judgement procedure. On 
the other hand, Protagoras’ text relates to the even more fundamental question of the origin of our moral 
intuition and our knowledge of what is right. The opposing theses held by Socrates and Protagoras are 
that our moral judgements and what they call virtue – which could be referreed to as the “Good”– is 
innate in humans, singular in its nature and does not have to be taught ; in fact it cannot. Protagoras 
defends the opposite idea that human beings are malleable and that the intuition of the Good is 
inculcated in individuals as they age in a specific (in this case Athenian) society. 

One intriguing aspect of these two texts is that, in spite of how different modern life is compared 
to the time when these were written, such questions are just as relevant (if not more) in today’s societies. 
Nowadays, we live in a world where secular societies exist and thrive, therefore argumentations 
regarding the belief in foreign gods cannot be transposed easily. However, the questions asked in terms 
of intentionality as well as the legitimacy of the prosecutor can very well be. Can one be deemed 
responsible of a crime he or she didn’t intend ? If so, then should one be punished ?  

Socrates is essentially judged by Athenians’ moors and perspective on life, which clash with his own. 
He thus “corrupts” what is already established and introduces new ideas and new gods to his fellow 
citizens. One implicit idea relates to conformity, and how the habits, behavior and actions of one 
individual can become contagious and amplified by the rest of the population, for better or for worse.  
Maybe should we try our best to do good to others in order to “normalize” the good and make it more 
frequent ?  It can however be unsettling to think of a society that acts good but doesn’t really mean 
good, performing all of their behavior simply by habits, or compelled by a higher force (such as gods). 
I believe the very idea of Justice relies on humans being of conscious, self-aware, free actors. One 
interesting fact about this judgement is that, if the Athenians’ justice system is perceived as unjust and 
cruel by its own citizens (which has probably been the case regarding the fact this text has been 
remembered for millenia), then it most certainly can foster a rethinking –and possibly an improvement–  
of it. But should one sacrifice his life for such an uncertain outcome ? 

Protagoras text, viewed from a modern perspective could very well be associated with the idea of moral 
relativism in the sense that human being are not just some identical replicas imbued with the same 
picture of the Good. In various ways they are more similar to a canvas that is filled with a set of 
perspective they borrow from their societies, their parents, the people they meet, and ultimately with no 
universal principle to reconcile all of the intuitions of what is just that stands for different individuals. 
As a side note, the dichotomy which is often assumed regarding justice (reason versus passion) may be 
ineffective at totally grasping the psychology of Justice. I personally believe the most relevant way to 
approach the question of justice is through phenomenology, that is,what people experience from their 
own perspective when they see fair or unfair treatment, when they want to act good, when they 
sometimes throw this sense away for a more apathic approach of existence, or when they compromise 
their identity to do what is “normal”. 


