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This 1s another volume in the new Cambridge series of com-
panions to major philosophers. Each volume will contain
specially commissioned essays by an international team of
scholars, together with a substantial bibliography, and will
serve as a reference work for students and nonspecialists.
One aim of the series is to dispel the intimidation such
readers often feel when faced with the work of a ditficult and
challenging thinker.

Plato stands at the head of our philosophical tradition, be-
ing the first Western thinker to produce a body of writing that
touches upon a wide range of topics still discussed by philoso-
phers today. In a sense he invented philosophy as a distinct
subject, for although many of these topics were discussed by
his intellectual predecessors and contemporaries, he was the
first to bring them together by giving them a unitary treat-
ment. He conceives of philosophy as a discipline with a dis-
tinctive intellectual method, and he makes radical claims for
its position in human life and the political community. This
volume contains fifteen new essays discussing Plato’s views
about knowledge, reality, mathematics, politics, ethics, love,
poetry, and religion. There are also analyses of the intellec-
tual and social background of his thought, the development of
his philosophy throughout his career, the range of alternative
approaches to his work, and the stylometry of his writing.

New readers and nonspecialists will find this the most
convenient, accessible guide to Plato currently available. Ad-
vanced students and specialists will find a conspectus of
recent developments in the interpretation of Plato.
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CHRONOLOGY

Plato’s life*

427: born

387: first visit to Sicily;
makes contact with
Pythagorean
philosophers; founds
Academy upon his return
to Athens

367—365: second visit to
Sicily, upon death of
Dionysius I of Syracuse;
involvement in
Syracusan politics,
described in Seventh
Letter

361: third visit to Sicily,
described in Seventh
Letter

347: dies

Plato’s writings*

C. 399—cC. 387: composes
early dialogues: Ap.,
Chrm., Cri., Euphr., H.
Mi., Ion, La., Prt.; Euthd,
Grg., H. Ma., Lys.,
Menex., Rep. 1.

C. 387—cC. 367: composes
middle dialogues: Meno,
Cra., Phd., Smp., Rep. 11—
X, Phdr., Prm., Tht.

C. 365—347: composes
late dialogues: Ti., Criti.,
Sph., Pol., Phil., Laws

Other events

431—404: Pelopponesian
War

399: death of Socrates

384: birth of Anistotle

367: Aristotle joins
Academy

*For further information, see Chapter 1, notes 1, 3, 24, and 25.
For further information, see Chapter 1, notes 16—18, 20, 21, 25, 39, §7, and 61.
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RICHARD KRAUT

1 Introduction to the study of
Plato

I

Plato (427—347 B.C.)' stands at the head of our philosophical tradi-
tion, being the first Western thinker to produce a body of writing
that touches upon the wide range of topics that are still discussed by
philosophers today under such headings as metaphysics, epistemol-
ogy, ethics, political theory, language, art, love, mathematics, sci-
ence, and religion. He may in this sense be said to have invented
philosophy as a distinct subject, for although all of these topics were,
of course, discussed by his intellectual predecessors and contempo-
raries, he was the first to bring them together by giving them a
unitary treatment. He conceives of philosophy as a discipline with a
distinctive intellectual method, and he makes radical claims for its
position in human life and the political community. Because philoso-
phy scrutinizes assumptions that other studies merely take for
granted, it alone can give us genuine understanding; since it discov-
ers a realm of objects inaccessible to the senses and yields an orga-
nized system of truths that go far beyond and in some cases under-
mine common sense, it should lead to a transformation in the way
we live our lives and arrange our political affairs. It is an autono-
mous subject and not the instrument of any other discipline, power,
or creed; on the contrary, because it alone can grasp what is most
important in human life, all other human endeavors should be subor-
dinate to it.?

This conception of philosophy and the substantive philosophical
theories that support it were controversial from the very start; al-

[ am most grateful to Terence Irwin, Constance Meinwald, and Ian Mueller tor their
helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay.
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