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Five Dialogues Euthyphro Apology Crito Meno Phaedo Plato

Introduction: The Enduring Legacy of Plato’s Foundational
Works

The writings of  Plato stand as one of  the cornerstones of  Western philosophy. For students,
scholars, and curious minds alike, the collection commonly referred to as the Five Dialogues
Euthyphro  Apology Crito  Meno Phaedo Plato  offers  the  most  profound  entry  point  into  the
mind  of  Socrates  and  the  birth  of  philosophical  inquiry.  These  five  texts  are  not  merely  ancient
artifacts; they are living documents that continue to challenge our assumptions about justice,
virtue,  knowledge,  and the very  nature of  existence.  Reading them in  sequence provides  a
powerful  narrative  arc—from  the  public  accusations  against  Socrates  to  his  final  moments,
punctuated by deep explorations of what it means to live a good life. This article will guide you
through each dialogue,  unpacking its  core  arguments  and revealing  why this  specific  set  of  five
works remains essential reading for anyone seeking wisdom.

The Dramatic Setting: Why These Five Dialogues Belong
Together

Before diving into each individual work, it is helpful to understand the dramatic chronology that
binds the Five Dialogues Euthyphro Apology Crito Meno Phaedo Plato together. They are
not  intended  as  a  systematic  philosophical  treatise,  but  rather  as  a  portrait  of  a
man—Socrates—facing  the  ultimate  test  of  his  principles.  The  Euthyphro  is  set  just  before
Socrates’ trial. The Apology is the trial itself. The Crito takes place in prison after the verdict, as
Socrates  awaits  execution.  The  Phaedo  presents  his  final  conversation  about  the  soul  and  his
death. The Meno,  while chronologically set earlier,  is often included in this group because it
contains essential background on Socratic philosophy and the nature of virtue, themes that come
to  a  head  in  the  final  dialogues.  Together,  these  five  works  create  a  complete  intellectual  and
emotional journey.

The Euthyphro: A Defining Question of Piety

The  first  dialogue  in  the  standard  sequence  of  the  Five  Dialogues  Euthyphro  Apology Crito
Meno Phaedo Plato is the Euthyphro. Here, we meet Socrates on the steps of the courthouse,
where he learns he is being charged with impiety by Meletus. He encounters Euthyphro, a religious
expert who is himself prosecuting his own father for murder. This sets the stage for a classic
Socratic investigation into the meaning of piety.

Socrates asks Euthyphro the defining question: what is piety? Euthyphro initially offers examples
of pious acts, but Socrates pushes him for a universal definition. The dialogue famously arrives at
a dilemma known as the Euthyphro Dilemma: is something pious because the gods love it, or do
the gods love it because it is pious? This question has resonated through millennia of ethical and
theological debate, challenging the foundations of divine command theory. The dialogue ends in
aporia—a state of puzzlement—with Euthyphro walking away, leaving Socrates and the reader to
grapple with the unresolved problem. In  the context  of  the Five Dialogues,  the Euthyphro
establishes Socrates’ relentless commitment to rational inquiry and sets up the charge of impiety
that will lead to his death.

The Apology: The Defense of the Philosophical Life

Perhaps the most famous of the Five Dialogues Euthyphro Apology Crito Meno Phaedo
Plato is the Apology. The title is misleading to modern ears; it does not mean an expression of
regret, but rather a formal defense speech. In this work, Plato presents what is widely considered
a faithful version of the speech Socrates gave at his trial in 399 BCE.

Socrates faces two sets of accusers: the old accusers, who have spread rumors that he is a sophist
who corrupts the youth and believes in strange gods, and the new accusers (Meletus, Anytus, and
Lycon).  Socrates  does  not  grovel  or  beg  for  mercy.  Instead,  he  embarks  on  a  bold  cross-
examination of his accusers, demonstrating their logical inconsistencies. He explains his divine
mission to examine himself and others, famously declaring that "the unexamined life is not worth
living."

The Apology is a powerful defense of intellectual integrity. Socrates argues that he will not stop
philosophizing, even if it means death. He is found guilty by a narrow margin, and when given the
chance to propose a counter-penalty, he jokingly suggests being rewarded with free meals. He is
ultimately sentenced to death by a larger margin. The dialogue is not just a historical record; it is a
profound meditation on the relationship between the individual and the state, and the value of
truth over popularity.

The Crito: The Social Contract and Civil Disobedience

Following the verdict, the Crito picks up the story. In this dialogue, Socrates is in his prison cell,
awaiting the execution ship from Delos. His wealthy friend, Crito, has arranged a plan for Socrates
to escape and flee to exile. Crito argues that Socrates has a duty to his friends, his children, and
his own reputation to avoid an unjust death. The conversation in the Five Dialogues Euthyphro
Apology  Crito  Meno  Phaedo  Plato  now  shifts  from  abstract  definitions  to  a  practical  ethical
dilemma.

Socrates, however, refuses to escape. He employs a powerful personification of the Laws of Athens
to argue his case. The Laws speak to him, explaining that by living in Athens his entire life, he has
implicitly  entered  into  a  social  contract.  He  has  enjoyed  the  benefits  of  the  city,  and  he  cannot

now pick and choose which laws to obey. To escape would be to destroy the authority of the law
and to repay injustice with injustice. Socrates argues that it is never right to do wrong, even in
response to being wronged. The Crito provides a foundational argument for the concept of civil
disobedience  and  the  moral  obligations  of  citizenship.  It  demonstrates  that  for  Socrates,
consistency between one's principles and one's actions is paramount, even in the face of death.

The Meno: The Search for Virtue and the Theory of Recollection

The Meno is often placed fourth in modern editions of the Five Dialogues Euthyphro Apology
Crito Meno Phaedo Plato, although chronologically it is set earlier. This dialogue is a turning
point in Plato’s work. It begins with a deceptively simple question from Meno: "Can virtue be
taught?"  As  in  the  Euthyphro,  Socrates  first  demands  a  clear  definition  of  the  thing  itself.  Meno
offers  several  definitions—virtue is  relative to  the role  of  a  man or  woman,  or  it  is  the power  to
rule—but Socrates dismantles each one.

The dialogue is famous for two major contributions to philosophy. The first is the Meno Paradox
(also known as the paradox of inquiry): how can you search for something if you don’t know what
it is? And if you do know what it is, why are you searching? This paradox threatens to make all
learning  impossible.  Socrates  responds  with  the  second  great  contribution:  the  Theory  of
Recollection.  He demonstrates this  by questioning a slave boy about a geometry problem.
Through careful questioning, the slave boy comes to see the correct answer, even though he was
never directly taught it. Socrates argues that this shows the soul already possesses knowledge
from a previous existence and that learning is merely a process of remembering.

The Meno concludes without a definitive answer to whether virtue can be taught, but it suggests
that true virtue is a kind of knowledge or divine inspiration. This dialogue is crucial in the sequence
of the Five Dialogues because it lays the groundwork for the full-blown metaphysical theory of
Forms and the immortality of the soul that will be explored in the Phaedo.

The Phaedo: The Final Proof and the Death of Socrates

The  fifth  and  final  dialogue  in  the  Five  Dialogues  Euthyphro  Apology  Crito  Meno  Phaedo
Plato is the Phaedo. This is perhaps the most moving and philosophically ambitious of the set. It
recounts the final hours of Socrates’ life, as he discusses the nature of the soul and its immortality
with his closest friends, including Simmias and Cebes. The scene is poignant: Socrates is calm and
cheerful, even as he prepares to drink the hemlock.

The Phaedo contains several arguments for the immortality of the soul. The first is the Argument
from Opposites, which suggests that life comes from death and death from life, implying a cyclical
process of rebirth. The second is the Theory of Recollection, which is revisited from the Meno and
offered as further evidence for a pre-existent soul. The third is the Argument from Affinity, which
argues that the soul, being invisible and divine, is more like the eternal Forms than the corruptible
body. Finally, Socrates presents a more complex argument involving the nature of Forms like Life
itself, from which the soul cannot admit the opposite, which is death.

The dialogue is not just a dry logical exercise. It is a profound examination of the philosophical life.
Socrates argues that true philosophers spend their lives "practicing dying," meaning they detach
themselves from the bodily desires and focus on the pursuit of truth, which is only fully accessible
when the soul is separated from the body. The Phaedo ends with the famous account of Socrates
drinking the poison, his final words about owing a rooster to Asclepius, and the grief of his friends.
It provides a triumphant and tragic conclusion to the journey begun in the Euthyphro.

Common Themes Across the Five Dialogues

Reading the Five Dialogues Euthyphro Apology Crito Meno Phaedo Plato as a set reveals
several unifying themes that define Socratic and Platonic philosophy:

The Socratic Method (Elenchus): Across all five works, Socrates uses a method of cross-
examination to test definitions and beliefs. He engages in a cooperative dialogue aimed at
uncovering truth, not winning an argument.
The Priority of the Soul: Socrates consistently prioritizes the care of the soul over the
care of the body, wealth, or reputation. This is the central message of the Apology and is
demonstrated by his calm in the Phaedo.
Knowledge and Virtue: A core assumption is that virtue is a kind of knowledge. If you
truly know what is good, you will do it. The Meno and the Euthyphro both grapple with this
connection.
The Unity of Virtue: Socrates often suggests that all virtues (piety, courage, justice,
wisdom) are ultimately one and the same thing, or at least deeply interconnected.
Civil Disobedience and Moral Integrity: The Crito provides a powerful argument for
respecting the law, but the Apology shows Socrates disobeying an order to stop
philosophizing. This tension highlights the limits of political authority.
The Immortality of the Soul: The Meno introduces the idea, and the Phaedo develops it
into a full argument. This doctrine provides a foundation for the meaning of life and the hope
of an afterlife.
The Examined Life: The single most famous theme from the Five Dialogues is Socrates’
dictum that the unexamined life is not worth living. This is the banner under which all of his
philosophical activity takes place.

The Historical and Philosophical Context

To fully appreciate the Five Dialogues Euthyph


