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Foreword

by ROBERT M. PIRSIG

There is z;n old Hindu story about a fish that searches high and low, and far and
wide, to find this mysterious thing he has heard of called “water,” but he searches
and searches and never finds it. The same problem occurs when we try to find Plato.
It is so hard to find where Plato is because it is so hard to find where Plato is not.
We live inside the mind of Plato. Whenever we reason about things dialectically, we
are imitating Plato. As Alfred North Whitehead has said, “The safest generalization
that can be made about the history of Western philosophy is that it is all a series of
footnotes to Plato.”

When attorneys argue a case before a court, they are re-enacting Plato’s
dialectic. When the board of directors of a corporaﬁon decides which direction to
take the companyj, it also is re-enacting the dialogues of Platq. When a parliament or
congress convenes to decide the future of a nation, it adheres trci)rPlato’s rules.

Even when we “debate” privately in our own minds what we want to do next
with our lives, that “debate” is a dialogue of Plato. When we go to school we are
actually entering a descendant of Plato’s original Academy, and what we learn
there is what Socrates and Plato taught: Always keep an open mind. Consider many

answers, and carefully examine each answer to see which seems best. Do not use

emotion to arrive at this answer. Do not threaten force to make others agree with
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you. Reason thoughtfully and calmly and choose from these answers which one

seems the best way to conduct your life, and if you do this not only your own life
but the lives of others around will become better and better.

What Socrates and Plato and their followers as well as some of the pre-
Socratic philosophers were establishing was a whole new intellectual level of belief
that knowledge and logic and the art of argument were sufficient to guide the world.
Today all this seems so natural and obvious that it is hard to see that som;ne had to
sit down and actually invent it. But look at what the world was like before Plato was
born, look at other countries today where Plato’s way of reasoning has never been
understood, and you will see what an enormous gift this philosopher has left to all
of us.

Today when we study Plato what we are most likely to see are his differences
from our modern way of thinking, and it is normal to think that he is wrong and we
are right. But one can benefit greatly by following his advice to keep an open mind.

Try to see what forces caused him to reason the way he did. And perhaps speculate

on what people will think of our own beliefs and customs 2,400 years from now.
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INTRODUCTION | a

The central place that Plato occupies in the European philosophical tradition is due
to a number of factors. He was the first Western philosopher whose works have
survived intact. These works have remained influential because of their wide scope,
their incisive reasoning, and their power to engage readers. Plato’s frequent use
of literary devices—myths, metaphors, and allegories—has succeeded in enticing
readers who might have been less attentive to bare treatises.

Plato did not speak in his own voice, but had the characters of his dialogues
speak for themselves—in this way presenting readers with a variety of philosophical
perspectives. By holding himself in the background he left room for radically
different interpretations of his works, from the otherworldly religious doctrines of
the neo-Platonists to the severely anti-metaphysical notions of present-day analytic
philosophers.

In this imagined conversation Plato is invited to speak for himself. These
dialogues avoid almost entirely the literafy devices that have given rise to the
religious and metaphysical ideas that are so often associated with him. Nearly all
of the discussion is focused on the fundamental social, political, and philosophical

issues on which it is quite certain that Plato held definite views. Here we meet Plato

on the ground that matters to us all.
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