Plato

There is a lot to learn aboutdo, and we will cover in depth in classFor now, try to get
an overview of Plat@ main ideas and a sse of his general approach.

Answer the gestions at the end of th&ext.

A WRITER BUT
NOT A RULER
Plato was a genius in
more ways than one.
His dialogues, in the
finest Greek prose ever
written, were works
of art as well as works
of philosophy. When he
tried to influence
practical politics,
however, he was
not successful.

KEY WORKS
The Republic
Jor an overview
of Plato’s whole
philosophy.
The Symposium
Jor his views
on love.
The Apology,
the Phaedo and
the Crito
Jfor his portrait
of Socrates.

PLATO

BRIDGING THE HUMAN AND
ABSTRACT WORLDS

There is a well-known saying that the whole of Western philosophy
is footnotes to Plato. This is because his writings have set an
agenda which philosophy as a whole — and not only moral

philosophy — can be said roughly to have followed ever since.

NONE OF THE PHILOSOPHERS we have considered
up to now left written works which have survived.
So everything we know about them comes from
references and quotations in the writings of other
and later thinkers, who knew them or their works,
works that have since been lost. Some of the
references and quotations are extensive but
nevertheless they are incomplete, and second-hand.
Socrates wrote nothing at all, and so it is only through
the writings of others that we know anything at all
about him.Yet we have a vivid sense of his character.

Our chief source here is Plato, who was one of
his pupils. Plato was the first Western philosopher
who wrote works that survive intact. What is more,
we have reason to believe that we possess pretty
well his entire output. As with his teacher Socrates,
there are many people who regard him as the
greatest philosopher of all time.

SOCRATES’ PLATO AND PLATO’S SOCRATES
Plato was about 31 when Socrates was executed
in 399 Bc. He was in the courtroom throughout the
trial. That whole sequence of events seems to have
come as a traumatic experience to him, for he
regarded Socrates as the best and wisest and most
just of all human beings. After the death of Socrates,
Plato started to circulate a series of philosophical
dialogues in which the protagonist is always
Socrates, quizzing his interlocutors about the basic
concepts of morals and politics, tripping people
up with his questions. Plato seems to have had
two main motives for doing this. One was defiant,
to reassert the teachings of Socrates in spite of
their having been officially condemned; the other
was to rehabilitate his beloved mentor’s reputation,
showing him to have been not a corrupter of
young men but their most valued teacher.

It is generally agreed among scholars that the
chief source of the ideas in Plato’s dialogues changed

as the years went by. The early dialogues contain
a more or less accurate portrait of the historical
Socrates, if we allow for the usual artistic or
journalistic licence. The subjects raised were the
subjects raised by the real Socrates, and things that
Plato had heard him say were put into his mouth.
But by the time Plato had come to the end of this
material he found he had created an enthusiastic
reading public that was eager for more. So, having
plenty more to say, he went on writing and
publishing dialogues, in what was by now a
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popular and accepted form that features Socrates
as the protagonist; but now he was putting his
own ideas into that figure’s mouth. Inevitably, this
creates a problem for scholars about where the
real Socrates ends and Plato begins. Perhaps this
can never be satisfactorily solved. But there is little
room for doubt that the earlier and later dialogues
of Plato present us with the philosophies of two
different philosophers, the earlier being Socrates
and the later being Plato.

The earlier is solely concerned with the
problems of moral and political philosophy, and
is dismissive of philosophical problems about the
natural world. One of this earlier philosopher’s







