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CHAPTER 3: SOCRATES, PLATO
Main Points
1. Plato (c. 427–347 B.C.) was the pupil of Socrates (470–399 B.C.), and Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) was the pupil of Plato.
Socrates
2. Socrates was not interested in arguing with his fellow Athenians merely for the sake of argument—as the Sophists were—but rather he wanted to discover the essential nature of knowledge, justice, beauty, goodness, and the virtues (such as courage).
3. The Socratic (dialectic) method: a search for the proper definition of a thing that will not permit refutation under Socratic questioning. The method does not imply that the questioner already knows the proper definition, only that the questioner is skilled at detecting misconceptions and at revealing them by asking the right questions.
4. Socrates was famous for his courage and for his staunch opposition to injustice. The story of his trial and subsequent death by drinking hemlock after his conviction for “corrupting” young   men and not believing in the city’s gods is told in Plato’s dialogues Apology, Crito, and Phaedo.
Plato
5. Plato’s metaphysics: the Theory of Forms. What is truly real is not the objects of sensory experience but the Forms or Ideas. These are not just in the head but are in a separate realm and are ageless, eternal, unchanging, unmoving, and indivisible. Circularity and beauty are examples of Forms.
6. Particular objects have a lesser reality that can only approximate the ultimate reality of Forms. A thing is beautiful only to the extent it participates in the Form beauty, and is circular only if it participates in the Form circularity.
7. Plato introduced into Western thought a two-realms concept of a “sensible,” changing world (a source of error, illusion, and ignorance) and a world of Forms that is unchanging (the source of all reality and all true knowledge). This Platonic dualism was incorporated into Christianity and today still affects our views on virtually every subject.
8. Some Forms, notably the Forms truth, beauty, and goodness, are of a higher order than other Forms. The Form circularity is beautiful, but the Form beauty is not circular.
9. Plato’s theory of knowledge. Plato developed the first comprehensive theory of knowledge in philosophy, though many of his predecessors had implicit epistemological theories, some of them based in skepticism.
10. A skeptic is someone who doubts that knowledge is possible. Xenophanes declared that even if truth were stated it would not be known. Heraclitus believed that just as one cannot step into the same river twice, everything is in flux; though he himself did not deduce skeptical conclusions from his metaphysical theory, it does suggest that it is impossible to discover any fixed truth beyond what the theory itself expresses. Cratylus argued that a person cannot step even once into the same river because the person and the river are continually changing. True communication is impossible since words change their meaning even as they are spoken. It seems to follow that knowledge would also be impossible.
11. The Sophists, who could make a plausible case for any position, seemed to support skepticism by implicitly teaching that one idea is as valid as the next. Gorgias said there was no reality, and if there were, it could not be known or communicated; Protagoras, the best- known Sophist philosopher, maintained that “man is the measure of all things.” Plato took this to mean that there is no absolute knowledge because one person’s view of the world is as valid as any other’s.
12. In his dialogue Theaetetus, Plato argued that if Protagoras were correct, the person who viewed Protagoras’s theory as false would also be correct. Plato also argued against the popular notion that knowledge can be equated with sense perception. Knowledge clearly involves thinking and the use of concepts that cut across individual sense perceptions. Knowledge can be retained even after a person’s particular sense experience ends. Besides, since the objects of sense perception are always changing, and knowledge is concerned with what is truly real, sense perception cannot be knowledge.
13. For Plato, the objects of true knowledge are the Forms, which are apprehended by reason. (Perfect beauty or absolute goodness cannot be perceived.)
14. Plato’s epistemology is summarized in a passage in the Republic called the Theory of the Divided Line and the Myth of the Cave, which contrast true knowledge with mere belief or opinion.
15. Plato’s Theory of Love and Becoming. Each individual has in his or her immortal soul a perfect set of Forms which can be remembered (anamnesis), and only this constitutes true knowledge.

16. In The Symposium, Plato postulated the notion of love as the way for a person to go from the state of imperfection and ignorance to the state of perfection and true knowledge.
17. For Plato, love is the force which brings all things together and makes them beautiful; it is the way in which all beings can ascend to higher states of self-realization and perfection. Platonic love is intellectual or spiritual, though it does not exclude the love of physical beauty.
18. The highest form of love is beyond all mortal things; it is the love of beauty and truth themselves. Such appreciation of the changeless and the perfect is a kind of immortality.
19. Physical love begets mortal children; intellectual or spiritual love immortal children. To love the highest is to become the best.
Boxes
Profile: Aristocles, a.k.a. “Plato”
(The nickname “Plato” means “broad shoulders”)
The Cave
(Plato’s famous allegory designed to explain his two-realms philosophy)
Readings
3.1 Plato, from Apology
Socrates defends himself against charges of impiety and corrupting the youth of Athens.
3.2 Plato, from Republic
An account of the Good, the Divided Line, the Myth of the Cave, and the work of philosophers in the ideal society.
3.3 Plato, from Meno
Plato’s view that knowledge about reality comes from within the soul through a form of “recollection” and that the soul is immortal.

Philosophers

• Plato was most famous for his Theory of Forms and his two-realm doctrine: two separate worlds with two types of knowledge. 35

• Socrates was Plato’s mentor and philosophy’s most illustrious practitioner of the Socratic/dialectic method. 33

• Sophists were ancient Greek teachers of rhetoric. Through them and Socrates, moral philosophy began. 33

Suggested Further Readings

J. L. Ackrill, Essays on Plato and Aristotle (New York: ​Oxford University Press, 1997). Selected essays by a famous classics scholar.

Julia Annas, Ancient Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). A brief look at some of the problems faced by the ​ancient Greeks and Romans.

Jonathan Barnes, R. M. Hare, and C. C. W. Taylor, Greek Philosophers (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999). Essays by three eminent scholars on Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.

Christopher Bifﬂe, A Guided Tour of Five Works by Plato: Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Phaedo (Death Scene), ​Allegory [Myth] of the Cave, 3rd ed. (Mountain View, Calif.: Mayﬁeld, 2000). The best introduction there is to these ﬁve dialogues.

Simon Blackburn, Plato’s Republic: A Biography (London: Atlantic Books, 2006). The book shows how Plato’s ideas concerning the perfect state and the perfect mind have helped shape modern Western culture.

Alan Bloom, trans., The Republic of Plato, 2nd ed. (New York: Basic Books, 1991). The famous translation by one of America’s best-known intellectuals.

Thomas C. Brickhouse and Nicholas D. Smith, Plato’s Socrates (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). An analysis of the Socratic philosophy.

Ronna Burger, The Phaedo, A Platonic Labyrinth (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine’s Press, 1999). A comprehensive study of Plato’s Phaedo, which contains the Theory of Forms and Plato’s ideas on the immortality of the soul.

David Gallop, trans., Defence of Socrates, Euthyphro, Crito (New York: Oxford University Press, reissued 2008). This book gives access to the character of Socrates and the nature of his ﬁnal trial.

E. Hamilton and H. Cairns, eds., The Collected Dialogues of Plato (New York: Bollingen Foundation, 1961). This is what you need to acquaint yourself ﬁrsthand with Plato’s dialogues. Be sure to read the Republic, if you haven’t already.

Richard Kraut, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Plato (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992). A modern, convenient, accessible guide to Plato’s thought.

Nicholas D. Smith, The Philosophy of Socrates (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1999). A ​comprehensive ​introduction to the life and thought of Socrates.

Harold Tarrant, Plato’s First Interpreters (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2000). An exploration of ancient interpretations of Plato’s writings.
A. E. Taylor, Plato: The Man and His Works (New York: Methuen, 1960) (Dover, 2011). A standard introduction to Plato’s philosophy.







Moore, Philosophy, 9e  
                                                                                                     SG-3 | 6

