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Overtures

Money, money, one of these days I will say something about you. In this century
he who does not dare tell the truth about money is no poet.

HENRI MICHAUX, Ecuador, a Travel Journal

We no longer ask what things are but what they cost.
SENECA, Ad Lucilium Epistolae Morales

Knowledge and money have no common measure.

ARISTOTLE, Eudemian Ethics

I believe he is a real shaman for just that reason: he would not allow those he had
cured to pay him.

QUESALID (KWAKIUTL SHAMAN), in Boas, The Religion of the Kwakiutl Indians

The witness that I can offer to prove the truth of my statement is, I think, a con-
vincing one—my poverty.

SOCRATES, IN PLATO, Apology

Overture 1
The Incorruptible Wise Man and the Value of Truth

A rumor has spread in the streets of Athens: Socrates is going to die.
He has been in prison for almost a month, awaiting the execution of the
sentence pronounced by the judges of the Areopagus. The wait is coming
to an end. His old friend Crito, who has come for an early morning visit,
lets him know that the ship that brought the sacred procession to Delos has
returned. They both know that no capital execution can take place between



2 Overtures

the departure and return of this ship, whose annual voyage honors the wish
Theseus made after his victory over the Minotaur. The ship has already
gone past Cape Sunion and will be in Pireus this very evening. According to
tradition, the next day the jailer is to offer the prisoner the cup of poison.'

Socrates is going to die, and his profound serenity disarms Crito,
who came to urge him to flee. Crito is determined to buy the jailers’ com-
plicity. He implores Socrates:

But look here, Socrates, it is still not too late to take my advice and escape. Your
death means a double calamity for me. I shall not only lose a friend whom I can
never possibly replace, but besides a great many people who don’t know you and me
very well will be sure to think that I let you down, because I could have saved you if
I had been willing to spend the money. And what could be more contemptible than
to get a name for thinking more of money than of your friends? (Plato Crito 44b—)

Thus Socrates faces this dilemma: either flee by letting his friend bribe the
guards—in and of itself a reprehensible act of corruption—or remain and
allow people to believe that his friend was reluctant to use his wealth to
save him. Socrates counters: does his friend’s honor rest on nothing more
than the opinion of the crowd (zz polla), the very opinion that has led to
his own condemnation? And isn't this opinion wrong? If so, why worry
about it? This honor would be very shallow indeed. Crito understands
the argument but believes it to be rhetorical. He thinks Socrates, in fact,
wishes to prevent him and his allies from falling into the hands of the syco-
phants, those professional informers who demand large sums in exchange
for their silence. He tries to reassure Socrates:

Very well, then, don't let it distress you. I know some people who are willing to res-
cue you from here and get you out of the country for quite a moderate sum. And
then surely you realize how cheap those informers are to buy off; we shant need
much money to settle them, and I think you've got enough of my money for your-
self already. And then even supposing that in your anxiety for my safety you feel
that you oughtn’t to spend my money, there are these foreign gentlemen staying in
Athens who are quite willing to spend theirs. One of them, Simias of Thebes, has
actually brought the money with him for that very purpose, and Cebes and a num-
ber of others are quite ready to do the same. So, as I say, you mustn’t let any fears
on these grounds make you slacken your efforts to escape. (Plato Crito 44e—452-b)

Here Socrates faces a subtler and more dangerous temptation. Unlike
the Sophists, he has consistently refused any form of payment for his teach-



