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The Duty to Disobey/Obey the Law
Scenario #1: Sam and Mr. Jones
Every society is guided by law, which is set by the governing institutions to ensure that there are order and organization in society. However, philosophical concerns have emerged on Socrates’ dialogue in Crito as to whether it is alright to disobey the law. From the scenario presented, I think that Mr. Jones and Sam have got the idea about Socrates’ civil disobedience all wrong. Even though he disobeyed the law, Socrates believed that justice and obedience to the law are influenced by the individual’s will to avoid the punishment and insisted that life needs to be guided by knowledge of what is right.
The two, Sam and Mr. Jones have got the idea wrong because they have looked at the argument from a shallow perspective. First, Sam is wrong because he has generally perceived Socrates’ civil disobedience as something that applies to everything. According to West and West (1998), Socrates’ believed that life, whether in public or private, should be guided by knowledge of what is right. However, this should be differentiated from opinion. From Socrates’ perspective, knowledge is not the same as opinion. This is where people like Sam who concludes that because the law does not concur with their personal opinions, then it should be disobeyed. In this case, Sam is wrong.
Similarly, Mr. Jones has also got it wrong that Socrates went to jail because he disobeyed the law. Based on the conversation between Socrates and Crito in Crito, it is not simply that Socrates was arrested and sentenced to death just because he disobeyed the law. Socrates believed in what he was doing and despite given the option to escape, he refused and instead, opted to face his face (death). For Socrates, his conviction was not related to any wrongdoing that he committed and as such, he refused to betray what he believed was right. In the case of Mr. Jones, it is clear that somehow he never understood the true events and how they unfolded to result in the death of Socrates It is also true that he had a good grasp of what Socrates went through. But, from the philosophical point of view, Socrates’ situation is different from Sam’s situation. Sam is deliberately involved in civil disobedience that may result in the suffering or even death of others due to his negligence of not following the social distancing policy. This is what Socrates’ refused to follow. Socrates refused to escape Athens because he knew that the state would follow the people he loved like his family and this would put them in danger (Jowett, 1950). Probably, Mr. Jones quoted Socrates’ opinion on civil disobedience but never focused on the reason why he was in that predicament in the first place.
The law that Sam wants to break is meant to keep everyone safe, including him. In this case, the state is not trying to take anything away from him, but instead, it is trying to fulfill its mandate, which is to protect its people. The social distancing law is meant to keep everyone safe including those who feel that Coronavirus is not a serious problem. Civil disobedience to such law will result in serious and unintended deadly consequences. Socrates knew the difference between the law and civil disobedience. Furthermore, Socrates may have engaged in this civil disobedience act after understanding the nature of accusations that the state brought against him.
From the above observation, Socrates’ ideas have remained paramount in philosophy, and yet they are easily misinterpreted as seen in the scenario of Sam and Mr. Jones. The two made arguments about Socrates’ civil disobedience but it seems that they lacked a deeper understanding of what Socrates meant and why he was in the predicament that forced him to choose death over life by refusing to escape the city.
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