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Seeking the ldeal

— Plato

Plato is philosophy, and philosophy Plato.
—— Waldo Emerson
The safest characterization of the European
philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of
footnotes to Plato.

—— Alfred North Whitehead

In this chapter
® Getting to know Plato
® Peering into Plato’s major theory
® Appreciating Plato’s hero — Socrates

Plato

Born into an aristocratic family in the city state of Athens at a time of great ferment
and change, Plato (c.427—347 BC) is Socrates’ pupil and Aristotle’s teacher. Asa young
man he became an enthusiastic admirer of Socrates and later wrote the philosophical
dialogues through which Socrates is known to us. Although probably destined for a life in
politics, he was disillusioned with Athens and spent a lot of time travelling after his
teacher Socrates was persecuted. Back in Athens, he founded a school known as the
Academy (from which the word “academic” comes) , remaining its head until his death.

Plato was widely regarded as occupying the high peak of Greek philosophy. His
influence on philosophy and culture in general is rivaled only by Aristotle’s. The thought
of both is woven not only into Christian theology but into many of western ways of



thinking and talking about the world.

Distinctive insights®

Plato is seen by many to be the ultimate fount of all western philosophy. By
proposing that the use of reason, rather than observation, is the only Way to acquire
knowledge, Plato also laid the foundations of 17t century rationalism. His influence can
still be felt today. The following is his major thinking.

1. The Forms (Ideas)

The most fundamental distinction in Plato’ s philosophy is between the many
observable objects that appear beautiful (good, just, unified, equal, big) and the one
object that is what beauty (goodness, justice, unity) really is, from which those many
beautiful (good, just, unified, equal, big) things receive their names and their
corresponding characteristics. He believes that the world that appears to our senses is in
some way defective and filled with error, but there is a more real and perfect realm,
populated by entities (called “Forms” or “Ideas”) that are eternal, changeless, and in some
sense paradigmatic for the structure and character of our world. That is to say, the
material world we can sense is not the real world, but only an image or copy of the real
world. The forms, according to Plato, are roughly archetypes or abstract representations
of the many types of things, and properties we feel and see around us can only be
perceived by reason. Take horse for example, the “form” or “idea” of horse is
intelligible, abstract and can be applied to all horses. It is something that never changes no
matter how horse is different from another, or even all horses on the earth vanish.

To illustrate his theory, Plato presents what has become known as “Allegory of the
Cave” in his work, The Republi c. In the allegory, a group of prisoners were chained in a
fixed position in a cave, and they were only able to look at the wall in front of them.
Behind them is an elevation that rises abruptly from the level where the prisoners are
seated. On this elevation there are other persons walking back and forth carrying artificial
objects, including the figures of animals and human beings made out of wood and stone
and various other materials. Behind these walking persons is a fire, and further back still
is the entrance to the cave. The chained prisoners can look only forward against the wall at
the end of the cave and see neither each other nor the moving persons nor the fire behind
them. All that the prisoners can ever see are the shadows on the wall in front of them,
which are projected as people walk in front of the fire. They never see the objects or the
people carrying them, nor are they aware that the shadows are shadows of other things.
The prisoners are “like ourselves”, says Plato. The world of our experience, which we
take to be real, is only a shadow world. The real world is the world of ideas, which we

O MEERYTEHETFEL LB - TEXHERECEER B LNEER. AREIVER b AR
RRARER"FHR. BEARFREEAXLNFE  KEFRE MARETHFEMBNIIALNHR, ARLRBZHR
HMBHNE F. EaRARFHR, SRR HE 2 %5 0K 0 RN T2 BIE.



can reach only by intuitive contemplation, not by sense-knowledge.

2. The Divided Line®

In his metaphor of the Divided Line, Plato provides more details about the levels of
knowledge that we can obtain. Through Socrates, Plato imagines that there exists a line between
the actual world, dividing it into two parts. The lower part of the line consists of the visible
world and the upper part of the line makes up the intelligible world. And each half of the line
relates to a certain type of knowledge: in the visible world, we can only have opinion; in the
intelligible world we achieve knowledge. Each of these divisions can be subdivided into ‘two.
The visible or changing world can be divided into a lower region, “illusion”, which is made up
of shadows, reflections, paintings, poetry, etc. , and an upper region, “belief”, which refers to
any kind of knowledge of things that change, such as individual horses. “Belief” may be true
some or most of the time but sometimes it is wrong because things in the visible world
change. Belief is practical and may serve as a relatively reliable guide to life. The upper
region can be divided into “reason” and “intelligence”. “Reason” is the knowledge like
mathematics and requires that some postulates be accepted without question. “Intelligence”
is the knowledge of the highest and most abstract categories of things, an understanding of
the ultimate good. We approach this highest level of knowledge to the extent that we are
able to move beyond the restrictions of hypotheses toward the unity of all Forms.

3. The Recollection®

Plato argues that we have the ability to recognize the imperfect instances of the Form in the
world we inhabit. He believes that our conception of Ideal Forms must be innate, even if we are
not aware of this. Human beings are divided into two parts: the body and the soul. Our bodies
possess the senses, through which we are able to perceive the material world, while the soul
possesses the reason with which we can perceive the realm of Ideas or Forms. Plato concludes that
our soul, which is immortal and eternal, must have inhabited the world of Ideas before our
birth, and still yearns to return to that realm after our death. So when we see variations of
the Ideas in the world with our senses, we recognize them as a sort of recollection.
Recalling the innate memories of these Ideas requires reason — an attribute of the soul.

4, The Philosopher-king

According to Plato, as in the case of a ship, where the pilot’ s authority rests upon
knowledge of navigation, so as the ship of state should be piloted by someone who has adequate
knowledge. Plato develops this theme in his Republic. He believes that competence should be the
qualification for authority. The people who, brave or strong but are not intelligent, are suited
for various productive professions, such as farming, building etc.. The people who are
somewhat bright, strong and especially courageous are suited to defensive and policing
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professions. The ruler, said Plato, should be the one who has been fully educated and has come
to understand the difference between the visible world and the intelligible world — between the
realm of opinion and the realm of knowledge, between appearance and reality. In short,
the philosopher-king is one whose education has led him up step by step through the
ascending degrees of knowledge of the Divided Line until at last he has knowledge of the
Good, the synoptic vision of the interrelation of all truths to each other.

5. Platonic Love

Plato goes beyond accepting homoerotic relationships as part of his social world. He takes
the romantic view of them, and takes it further, in two ways. He stresses the mentoring aspect
of the lover-beloved relation, elevating it to an idealized relation between teacher and pupil
which is above physical attraction. It consists in concern for the other’s soul — that is, their
psychological and mental well-being. This is what is often labeled “Platonic love” — love with
the form of a romantic relation, but transformed by concern with the soul rather than the
body. By using the language of homoerotic romantic love, Plato presents the urge to
philosophical enquiry and understanding as itself being a transformation of sexual desire.
In a passage on the “ascent of love” in the Symposium , Plato, through Socrates, describes
how erotic urge can become sublimated and transfigured, leading the person to move
beyond particular gratifications, finding satisfaction only in the transformation from
individual possession to contemplation and understanding universal rules.

The reason why Plato did everything as unlikely as tracing the drive for philosophical
understanding to the energy of love probably lies in the fact that he is often attracted by an
explanation which has the promise of harmonizing two very different demands on what is
to be explained. The drive to do philosophy has to come from within you, and be
genuine. Plato is struck by its likeness to the lover’s desire: it comes from within you in
a way that cannot be deliberately produced, and, like love, it drives you to focus all your
efforts to achieve an aim which you feel you cannot live without, however impossible the
attainment may seem to be. But philosophy is also like a joint activity; and few
philosophers have stressed as much as Plato the importance of mutual discussion and
argument: philosophical achievement is produced from the conversations of two or more,
not just the intense thoughts of one. Plato stresses at times the way that love can produce a
couple with joint concerns which transcend what each gets separately out of the
relationship; philosophy similarly requires the stimulus and co-operation of joint
discussion and argument. Philosophy and love thus share puzzling features.

6. Women’s Potential and the Family

Plato’s Republic is also famous for the idea that in an ideally governed society the
nuclear family should be either abolished or severely limited. Plato is stuck by the way
that families not only serve as schools for selfishness and a competitive and hostile attitude
to outsiders, but also close the spread of attachment to wider groups. Cities will have
citizens with real attachment to their city and its ideals, he thinks, only if the kind of
influences provided within the nuclear family are reined in.

Among the benefits of this idea he sees a release of the potential in women, who will



exchange a narrow life of caring for husband and children at home for one in which their
physical and mental capacities can be developed in wider contexts, just as those of men are.

Introductory remarks

(The) Apology is Plato’s version of speech given by Socrates as he defends himself
against the charges of being a man “who corrupted the young of the Athens, refused to
worship the gods recognized by the state and invented new deities”. Socrates’ speech,
however, is by no means an “apology” in our modern understanding of the word. It here
has its earlier meaning (now usually expressed by the word “apologia”) of speaking in
defense of a cause or of one’s beliefs or actions. Thus, in The Apology, Socrates attempts
to defend himself and his conduct — certainly not to apologize for it.

(The) Apology can be divided into three parts. The first part is Socrates” own defense
of himself including the famous recounting of the Oracle at Delphi® with occasional
comments from Miletus his accuser. The second part is Socrates’ Proposal for his Sentence. And
the third part, which is our present selection, is Socrates” comments on his own sentence.

Text

The Apology®(excerpt)

Not much time will be gained, O Athenians, in return for the evil name which you will
get from the detractors of the city, who will say that you killed Socrates, a wise man; for they
will call me wise, even although I am not wise, when they want to reproach you. If you had
waited a little while, your desire would have been fulfilled in the course of nature®. For I am
far advanced in years, as you may perceive, and not far from death. I am speaking now not to all
of you, but only to those who have condemned me to death. And I have another thing to say to
them: you think that I was convicted because I had no words of the sort which would have
procured my acquittal — I mean, if I had thought fit to leave nothing undone or unsaid®. Not
so; the deficiency which led to my conviction was not of words — certainly not. But I had not
the boldness or impudence or inclination to address you as you would have liked me to do,
weeping and wailing and lamenting, and saying and doing many things which you have been
accustomed to hear from others, and which, as I maintain, are unworthy of me®. I thought at
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the time that I ought not to do anything common or mean when in danger: nor do I now
repent of the style of my defense; I would rather die having spoken after my manner,
than speak in your manner and live. For neither in war nor yet at law ought I or any man
to use every way of escaping death®. Often in battle there can be no doubt that if a man will
throw away his arms, and fall on his knees before his pursuers, he may escape death; and in
other dangers there are other ways of escaping death, if a man is willing to say and do anything.
The difficulty, my friends, is not to avoid death, but to avoid unrighteousness; for that runs
faster than death®. I am old and move slowly, and the slower runner has overtaken me,
and my accusers are keen and quick, and the faster runner, who is unrighteousness, has
overtaken them®. And now I depart hence condemned by you to suffer the penalty of
death, — they too go their ways condemned by the truth to suffer the penalty of villainy
and wrong®; and I must abide by® my award — let them abide by theirs. I suppose that
these things may be regarded as fated, — and I think that they are well.

And now, O men who have condemned me, I would fain® prophesy to you; for I am
about to die, and in the hour of death men are gifted with prophetic power®. And I
prophesy to you who are my murderers, that immediately after my departure punishment
far heavier than you have inflicted on me will surely await you. Me you have killed
because you wanted to escape the accuser, and not to give an account of your lives. But
that will not be as you suppose: far otherwise. For I say that there will be more accusers of
you than there are now; accusers whom hitherto I have restrained: and as they are younger
they will be more inconsiderate with you, and you will be more offended at them. If you
think that by killing men you can prevent some one from censuring® your evil lives, you
are mistaken; that is not a way of escape which is either possible or honorable; the easiest
and the noblest way is not to be disabling others, but to be improving yourselves. This is
the prophecy which I utter before my departure to the judges who have condemned me.

Friends, who would have acquitted® me, I would like also to talk with you about the
thing which has come to pass, while the magistrates are busy, and before I go to the place
at which I must die. Stay then a little, for we may as well talk with one another while
there is time. You are my friends, and I should like to show you the meaning of this
event which has happened to me. O my judges — for you I may truly call judges — I
should like to tell you of a wonderful circumstance. Hitherto the divine faculty of which
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the internal oracle is the source has constantly been in the habit of opposing me even about
trifles, if I was going to make a slip or error in any matter®; and now as you see there has
come upon me that which may be thought, and is generally believed to be, the last and
worst evil. But the oracle made no sign of opposition®?, either when I was leaving my house
in the morning, or when I was on my way to the court, or while I was speaking, at anything
which I was going to say; and yet I have often been stopped in the middle of a speech, but now
in nothing I either said or did touching the matter in hand has the oracle opposed me. What do I
take to be the explanation of this silence®? I will tell you. It is an intimation that what has
happened to me is a good, and that those of us who think that death is an evil are in error. For
the customary sign would surely have opposed me had I been going to evil and not to good.
Let us reflect in another way, and we shall see that there is great reason to hope that death is
a good; for one of two things — either death is a state of nothingness and utter unconsciousness,
or, as men say, there is a change and migration of the soul from this world to another®. Now if
you suppose that there is no consciousness, but a sleep like the sleep of him who is undisturbed
even by dreams, death will be an unspeakable gain. For if a person were to select the night in
which his sleep was undisturbed even by dreams, and were to compare with this the other days
and nights of his life, and then were to tell us how many days and nights he had passed in
the course of his life better and more pleasantly than this one, I think that any man, I will
not say a private man, but even the great king will not find many such days or nights,
when compared with the others®. Now if death be of such a nature, I say that to die is
gain; for eternity is then only a single night. But if death is the journey to another place,
and there, as men say, all the dead abide, what good, O my friends and judges, can be
greater than this? If indeed when the pilgrim arrives in the world below, he is delivered
from the professors of justice in this world®, and finds the true judges who are said to
give judgment there, Minos and Rhadamanthus and Aeacus® and Triptolemus, and other
sons of God who were righteous in their own life, that pilgrimage will be worth making.
What would not a man give if he might converse with Orpheus® and Musacus and Hesiod
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and Homer®? Nay, if this be true, let me die again and again. I myself, too, shall have
a wonderful interest in their meeting and conversing with Palamedes®, and Ajax the son
of Telamon®, and any other ancient hero who has suffered death through an unjust
judgment; and there will be no small pleasure, as I think, in comparing my own
sufferings with theirs. Above all, I shall then be able to continue my search into true and
false knowledge; as in this world, so also in the next; and I shall find out who is wise,
and who pretends to be wise, and is not. What would not a man give, O judges, to be
able to examine the leader of the great Trojan expedition®; or Odysseus or Sisyphus®, or
numberless others, men and women too! What infinite delight would there be in
conversing with them and asking them questions! In another world they do not put a man
to death for asking questions: assuredly not. For besides being happier than we are, they
will be immortal, if what is said is true.

Wherefore, O judges, be of good cheer about death, and know of a certainty, that
no evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death. He and his are not
neglected by the gods; nor has my own approaching end happened by mere chance. But 1
see clearly that the time had arrived when it was better for me to die and be released from
trouble; wherefore the oracle gave no sign. For which reason, also, I am not angry with
my condemners, or with my accusers; they have done me no harm, although they did not
mean to do me any good; and for this I may gently blame them.

Still I have a favor to ask of them. When my sons are grown up, I would ask you, O
my friends, to punish them; and I would have you trouble them, as I have troubled you,
if they seem to care about riches, or anything, more than about virtue; or if they pretend
to be something when they are really nothing, — then reprove them, as I have reproved
you, for not caring about that for which they ought to care, and thinking that they are
something when they are really nothing. And if you do this, both I and my sons will have
received justice at your hands.

The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways — I to die, and you to live.
Which is better God only know.

Brainstorming

1. Was Socrates trying to get himself acquitted? If he was not, what effect was he
trying to exert on the jury?

2. Why does Socrates assume that his condemnation is actually something good?

3. What is the supernatural sign or divine oracle that Socrates alludes to? Might we
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count this as some kind of specialized knowledge, the kind which Socrates vehemently
denies having? Or is this kind of intuition or inspiration of the kind Socrates identifies
with the poets?

4. What is Socrates’ view of death? Why does Socrates especially want to talk to
Palamedes and Ajax (son of Telamon) in the afterlife?

5. What moral values does Socrates uphold?

6. Is Socrates a theist? If he is, what does his “god” symbolize?

7. How does the text illuminate Socrates’ maxim “An unexamined life is not worth

living”? How, do you think, does Socrates examine his own life?

Supplementary reading

The famous Allegory of the Cave, also known as Plato” s Cave is taken from his
Republic Book VII (514a—520a). Written as a fictional dialogue between Socrates and
Plato’ s brother Glaucon, it depicts Plato’s Theory of Forms, according to which, the
“Form” or “Idea”, and not the material world of change known to us through sensation,
possess the highest and most fundamental kind of reality. And it is philosophers’ task to
enlighten the “prisoners”.

As Plato’s most widely read work, The Allegory has exercised a profound influence
upon Western thought.

The Allegory of the Cave®(excerpt)

Next, said I, here is a parable to illustrate the degrees in which our nature may be
enlightened or unenlightened. Imagine the condition of men living in a sort of cavernous
chamber underground, with an entrance open to the light and a long passage all down the
cave. Here they have been from childhood, chained by the leg and also by the neck, so
that they cannot move and can see only what is in front of them, because the chains will
not let them turn their head. At some distance higher up is the light of a fire burning
behind them; and between the prisoners and the fire is a track with a parapet built along
ity like the screen at a puppet show, which hides the performers while they show their
puppets over the top.

I see, said he.

Now behind this parapet imagine persons carrying along various artificial objects,
including figures of men and animals in wood or stone or other materials, which project
above the parapet. Naturally, some of these persons will be talking, others silent.

It is a strange picture, he said, and a strange sort of prisoners.

Like ourselves, I replied; for in the first place prisoners so confined would have seen
nothing of themselves or of one another, except the shadows thrown by the fire-light in
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the wall of the Cave facing them, would they?

Not if all their lives they had been prevented from moving their heads.

And they would have seen as little of the objects carried past.

Of course.

Now, if they could talk to one another, would they not suppose that their words
referred only to those passing shadows which they saw?

Necessarily.

And suppose their prison had an echo from the wall facing them? When one of the
people crossing behind them spoke, they could only suppose that the sound came from the
shadow passing before their eyes.

No doubt.

In every way, then, such prisoners would recognize as reality nothing but the
shadows of those artificial objects. |

Inevitably.

Now consider what would happen if their release from the chains and the healing of
their unwisdom should come about in this way. Suppose one of them was set free and
forced suddenly to stand up, turn his head, and walk with eyes lifted to the light; all
these movements would be painful, and he would be too dazzled to make out the objects
whose shadows he had been used to see. What do you think he would say, if someone told
him that he had formerly seen was meaningless illusion, but now, being somewhat nearer
to reality and turned towards more real objects, he was getting a true view? Suppose
further that he were shown the various objects being carried by and were made to say, in
reply to questions, what each of them was. Would he not be perplexed and believe the
objects now shown him to be not so real as what he formerly saw?

Yes, not nearly so real.

And if he were forced to look at the fire-light itself, would not his eyes ache, so that
he would try to escape and turn back to the things which he could see distinctly, convinced
that they really were clearer than these other objects now being shown to him?

Yes.

And suppose someone were to drag him away forcibly up the steep and rugged ascent and
not let him go until he had hauled him out into the sunlight, would he not suffer pain and
vexation at such treatment, and, when he had come out into the light, find his eyes so full of its
radiance that he could not see a single one of the things that he was now told were real?

Certainly he would not see them all at once.

He would need, then, to grow accustomed before he could see things in that upper
world. At first it would be easiest to make out shadows, and then the images of men and
things reflected in water, and later on the things themselves. After that, it would be
easier to watch the heavenly bodies and the sky itself by night, looking at the light of the
moon and stars rather than the Sun and the Sun’s light in the daytime.

Yes, surely.

Last of all, he would be able to look at the Sun and contemplate its nature, not as it appears



when reflected in water or any alien medium, but as it is in itself in its own domain.

No doubt.

And now he would begin to draw the conclusion that it is the Sun that produces the
seasons and the course of the year and controls everything in the visible world, and
moreover is in a way the cause of all that he and his companions used to see.

Clearly he would come at last to that conclusion.

Then if he called to mind his fellow prisoners and what passed for wisdom in his former
dwelling-place, he would surely think himself happy in the change and be sorry for them. They
may have had a practice of honoring and commending one another, with prizes for the man who
had the keenest eye for the passing shadows and the best memory for the order in which
they followed or accompanied one another so that he could make a good guess as to which
was going to come next. Would our released prisoner be likely to covet those prizes or to
envy the men exalted to honor and power in the Cave? Would he not feel like Homer’s
Achilles, that he would far sooner “be on earth as a hired servant in the house of a landless
man” or endure anything rather than go back to his old beliefs and live in the old way?

Yes, he would prefer any fate to such a life.

Now imagine what would happen if he went down again to take his former seat in
the Cave. Coming suddenly out of the sunlight, his eyes would be filled with darkness.
He might be required once more to deliver his opinion on those shadows, in competition
with the prisoners who had never been released, while his eyesight was still dim and
unsteady, and it might take some time to become used to the darkness. They would laugh
at him and say that he had gone up only to come back with his sight ruined; it was worth
no one’s while even to attempt the ascent. If they could lay hands on the man who was
trying to set them free and lead them up, they would kill him.

Yes, they would.

Every feature in this parable, my dear Glaucon, is meant to fit our ecarlier analysis.
The prison dwelling corresponds to the region revealed to us through the sense of sight,
and the fire-light within it to the power of the Sun. The ascent to see the things in the
upper world you may take as standing for the upward journey of the soul into the region
of the intelligible; then you will be in possession of what I surmise, since that is what you
wish to be told. Heaven knows whether it is true; but this, at any rate, is how it appears
to me. In the world of knowledge, the last thing to be perceived and only with great
difficulty is the essential Form of Goodness. Once it is perceived, the conclusion must
follow that, for all things, this is the cause of whatever is right and good; in the visible
world it gives birth to light and to the lord of light, while it is itself sovereign in the
intelligible world and the parent of intelligence and truth. Without having had a vision of
this form no one can act with wisdom, either in his own life or in matters of state.

Famous quotations -

Man is a prisoner who has no right to open the door of his prison and run away ... A man



should wait, and not take his own life until God summons him®.
‘ —— Phaedo , 62

False words are not only evil in themselves, but they infect the soul with evil®.
— 91
Friends have all things in common®.
—— Phaedrus , 279
He who is of a calm and happy nature will hardly feel the pressure of age, but to him who

is of an opposite disposition youth and age are equally a burden®.
~—— The Republic , bk. i, 329d

Mankind ensures injustice fearing that they may be the victims of it, and not because they
shrink from committing it®.
— 344c
Bodily exercise, when compulsory, does no harm to the body; but knowledge which is
acquired under compulsion obtains no hold on the mind®.

Viis 536e
Wealth is the parent of luxury and indolence, and poverty of meanness and viciousness, and
both of discontent®.

iv, 422a
The direction in which education starts a man will determine his future life®.
—— 425b

Socrates was put to death in 399 BC,
ultimately for questioning the basis of
Athenian morality. Here he accepts the
bow! of hemlock that will kill him, and
gestures defiantly at the heavens,
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