
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Global Minds: Plato as a Thinker

        

        
        
          Political Science, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Amna Waseem

        

        
          Published by Amna Waseem, 2025.

        

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter One: Early Life of Plato (c. 427–347 BCE)
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Plato, one of the foundational figures in Western philosophy, was born around 427 BCE in Athens, a city at the height of its cultural and intellectual power but on the brink of political turmoil. His birth name was Aristocles, though he became known as Plato, possibly derived from the Greek word platýs, meaning “broad”—a reference to either his physical build or the breadth of his rhetorical style.

Plato’s family belonged to the Athenian aristocracy. His father, Ariston, claimed descent from the early kings of Athens, while his mother, Perictione, was related to the famed lawgiver Solon. This noble lineage placed Plato in close proximity to the political elite of Athens, and it was expected that he would pursue a career in public service. His upbringing was steeped in privilege, education, and exposure to the civic life of the city.

As a young man, Plato received a traditional Athenian education, which included training in music, poetry, gymnastics, and mathematics. He was reportedly a gifted poet and playwright, and for a time, he considered a career in literature. However, his life took a decisive turn around 407 BCE, when he met Socrates, the enigmatic philosopher who roamed the streets of Athens engaging citizens in deep, probing conversations about virtue, justice, and the nature of the good life.

Socrates’ influence on Plato was transformative. Unlike the Sophists, who taught rhetoric for personal gain, Socrates sought truth through dialogue and critical questioning. Plato became his devoted student, captivated by Socrates’ method and moral integrity. The Socratic method—asking questions to expose contradictions and refine ideas—became the foundation of Plato’s own philosophical style.

The political climate of Athens during Plato’s youth was unstable. The Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE) between Athens and Sparta had weakened the city’s democratic institutions. In 404 BCE, Athens was defeated, and a brief oligarchic regime known as the Thirty Tyrants took power. Plato’s relatives, including his uncle Charmides and cousin Critias, were part of this regime, which was marked by repression and violence. Although Plato had aristocratic ties, he was disillusioned by both oligarchy and democracy, which he saw as vulnerable to corruption and mob rule.

The most defining moment of Plato’s early life came in 399 BCE, when Socrates was tried and executed by the Athenian state on charges of impiety and corrupting the youth. Plato was present at the trial and deeply affected by the injustice of the verdict. Socrates’ death marked a turning point: Plato abandoned any ambition for political office and resolved to dedicate his life to philosophy.

Following Socrates’ execution, Plato left Athens and traveled extensively. Between 398–380 BCE, he visited Egypt, where he studied mathematics and religious traditions; Cyrene, where he met mathematicians like Theodorus; and southern Italy and Sicily, where he encountered Pythagorean thought. These journeys enriched his understanding of metaphysics, ethics, and cosmology, and helped shape his vision of a rational universe governed by eternal truths.

Around 387 BCE, Plato returned to Athens and founded the Academy, a school dedicated to philosophical inquiry. Located in a grove sacred to the hero Academus, the Academy became the first institution of higher learning in the Western world. It attracted students from across Greece, including Aristotle, who would later become a towering philosopher in his own right.

Plato taught at the Academy for the rest of his life, writing dialogues that explored ethics, politics, metaphysics, and epistemology. His early life—marked by privilege, war, artistic ambition, and philosophical awakening—laid the foundation for a career that would shape the course of intellectual history.

In Plato’s journey from aspiring poet to philosopher, we see the transformation of a man who sought not fame or power, but wisdom. His early experiences, especially his encounter with Socrates and the political failures of Athens, ignited a lifelong quest to understand justice, truth, and the ideal society.
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​Chapter Two: Influence of Socrates
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Plato’s philosophical journey began not in solitude, but in conversation—with a man who never wrote a single word, yet changed the course of Western thought. That man was Socrates (c. 470–399 BCE), Plato’s teacher, mentor, and intellectual compass.
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