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Introduction


Plato’s philosophy, particularly his inquiries into social and political justice in his great work, the Republic, has repelled some of his readers and has attracted others. To his modern enemies such as Bertrand Russell, Karl Popper and Richard Crossman he is a deeply conservative, authoritarian and even totalitarian thinker, hostile to democracy and liberal values; a puritan killjoy who would dictate, regulate and supervise all aspects of human life for the purpose of establishing a highly ordered society ruled by an intellectual elite in which individuals have no choice over their status and function in society. But Plato has also attracted friends who have seen him as a great champion of justice, a philosopher seriously concerned with promoting fulfilled and happy lives for individuals and with reducing inequality and eradicating all forms of corruption. For them, Plato is a radical thinker who would grant full citizenship and equality of opportunity to women, even to the point of serving in government; who may not have seen a need for slavery in a just society; who argues for the importance of virtue, wisdom and spiritual health over ephemeral pleasure, destructive excess and corrosive decadence; who reveals the great importance of education, for both individual citizens and for the quality of culture in society; and who, finally, offers a way of freeing both individuals and political states from the endless upheavals of revolution and tyranny that in his own world condemned many individuals to lives blighted by uncertainty, anxiety and misery in unjust, corrupt and badly governed states.
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It is not easy to judge which of these images reflects the ideas and beliefs of the real Plato. The real Plato is elusive, in large part because of his practice of writing dialogues, dramatized discussions of philosophical questions, usually led by his teacher Socrates, a stimulating, conversational style of enquiry in which Plato himself never appears to defend his own views explicitly. What is clear, I think, is that Plato matters, and seriously so, for anyone trying to understand themselves and the world in which they belong, the world which includes both the physical nature studied by science and the social, political and cultural institutions which, for good or ill, shape their lives. The great theme that runs through all of Plato’s work is that in order to pursue and achieve what is best for us we must first understand what is real, true and good, this being the province and purpose of philosophy.


There are two reasons for claiming that Plato was a great philosopher, certainly the first truly great philosopher, and, some would argue, the greatest in the history of the subject. The first is that Plato really created philosophy as it is still practised today: he identified its most fundamental problems and, over the course of a very long career, made great efforts to bring together the solutions he offered (sometimes rather tentatively) to these problems to form a comprehensive, coherent and convincing view of the world. By pursuing philosophy in his own distinctive style, by clearly formulating philosophical questions and developing the methods by which they are to be studied, Plato defined the very nature of the discipline: the whole history of philosophy is in many vitally important respects Plato’s legacy.


However, there is a second reason why we must recognize the enduring value of Plato’s work. His ideas and theories continue to be of enormous value for both understanding and evaluating our contemporary world, the knowledge we have acquired of it, and the current condition of our society and culture. In order to understand what matters in Plato’s work it is important to bear in mind that although his philosophy has been interpreted in a variety of ways, it is now clear that Plato was not the dogmatic thinker he was generally considered to be during the centuries since he lived, but rather a philosopher who presented his thought as provocative and challenging suggestions rather than absolutely true and unquestionably claims – it is as if Plato’s ‘voice’ is constantly saying ‘this is an idea or theory that may be right; show me that it is wrong; show me that your own views are right.’ When reading his dialogues it is immensely valuable to think of ourselves as engaging in a discussion with Plato rather than as simply accepting the views that are being discussed at face value. The questions and ideas discussed in his dialogues are as important to us in relation to our own society as they were to Plato in relation to the Athenian state and the moral and political improvement to which his work was ultimately directed. Plato matters, but not just to philosophers because of his influence on their subject; in spite of many differences between his Greek world and ours, Plato matters to all of us: his work challenges our most entrenched assumptions and the fundamental ideas and practices that have come to dominate our society, the moral, cultural and political ‘atmosphere’ we breathe without (as Plato might say) knowing whether what we absorb is good or bad for our health. The questions Plato asked are as important today as they have ever been.
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Plato then and now





We will now look at two ‘scenes’, one actual and the other imaginary, which reveal much about Plato’s life and philosophical mentality. The first scene that we will reconstruct, mainly from Plato’s own writings, is the trial of Socrates by the Athenian court in 399 BCE, an event which clearly shows the influence of Socrates on Plato and the reasons why he became a philosopher preoccupied with ideas such as knowledge, virtue and justice. The second is Plato’s imagined reaction to the financial crises which began in 2008 and from which, in 2013, Britain, together with much of the world, has still not fully recovered: from what he wrote about morality, politics and economic matters such as wealth and property, particularly in his most famous book, the Republic, we may be certain that Plato would have strong views on the nature and causes of this crisis.
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It is 399 BCE. Five hundred citizens of the ancient Greek city of Athens, all of them men above the age of 18, are gathered in what looks like a terraced theatre. What is about to begin is the trial of a particular person and, although nobody there could have been aware of this at the time, it is a trial that is to become famous, mainly through the writings of Plato. The person on trial is probably the most well-known citizen of Athens at this time. His name is Socrates and, in the language of today’s culture, he would be called a celebrity, not the kind of celebrity whose public and private life is regularly exposed in newspapers and on television, but a celebrity critic widely known for his great intelligence, his uncompromising intellectual and personal integrity, and his fierce courage in a society which he regards as unjust and morally inadequate. Now 70 years of age, he has spent the last 30 years of his life as a public figure engaged in discussion with anyone who is prepared to meet his inquiries into the ideas and beliefs they take to be true, most often, as Socrates shows, without adequate justification.
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Socrates is well known for his method of inquiry, which is really a form of interrogation. Athens is a city of conversation; the people enjoy argument and debate, and the greater part of a person’s life is lived in the public arena in which Socrates plays a prominent role. If an idea such as courage or knowledge or justice crops up in conversation with others Socrates asks for a definition that should explain what the idea means; he then questions whether the definition actually does that; if the answer is unsatisfactory he asks for another definition, which is also examined critically. Even if it often happens that the discussions Plato reports in his early works do not end with a satisfactory definition, something valuable has been achieved: the confusion and falsity in the ideas discussed have been exposed, and for Socrates it is far better to give up ideas that are confused or false than to hold on to them; such ideas can be damaging, both to the person who holds them and to the community. In exposing such ideas as confused and inadequate, Socrates believes that he is acting for the benefit of individual persons and their community. However, through playing this public role Socrates has acquired a reputation, both as a critic of the moral and political ethos of the Athenian democracy and for acquiring a following, a group of young men who are strongly influenced by his activities and his character. As he will state in the trial to come, he is not surprised that charges have been brought against him: the democracy was interrupted by an oligarchy known as the ‘rule of the four hundred’ in 411–410 BCE, and although the democracy has been restored it remains insecure and sensitive to the kind of free critical questioning practised by Socrates and his followers.
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Plato, the most brilliant of Socrates’ followers, is present at the trial and he is alarmed. The charges that Socrates has to face are serious, as Socrates himself knows. The two charges brought against him by three Athenian citizens are: ‘refusing to recognize the gods of the state and introducing new gods’ and ‘corrupting the youth’. The Greek culture of this time recognizes many gods, but in Athens the gods of the city are officially sanctioned and the people are expected to honour them through various kinds of sacrifice and ritual. To introduce new gods would count as an act of defiance and disobedience against a city in which, as a democracy, the citizen body as a whole holds supreme authority: if Socrates is guilty of introducing new gods for himself – and he did speak of being inspired by supernatural voices – then he is clearly guilty of defying the authority of the city itself. By modern standards the population of Athens is very small indeed, larger than other Greek states but still, at its maximum, a population of only around 5,000 adult male citizens, all of them eligible to participate in a democracy. In short, the body of Athenian citizens, which excludes women, slaves and foreign workers (of whom there were a considerable number) is rather a closed community, more like a large club governing its own membership and conduct than the kind of modern democracy with which we are familiar. For an individual to offend against this body of men is so grave that if Socrates is found guilty there is a sense in which he will have failed to live up to his own status as a citizen and will be punished accordingly.


The second charge against Socrates is also politically significant but more difficult to understand. It has much to do with the way of life he has been following within the Athenian city. He has been in many ways an exemplary citizen: he has obeyed the laws of the city, fought courageously as a soldier in war, and served for a period as a conscientious member of the Athenian Council. And yet, through his open criticism of Athenian society, together with his influence on his young admirers, Socrates is now seen by many as a threatening figure: questioning the values of those in authority and publicly reminding them of the standards they fail to meet, then as now, is not likely to make one popular, and for many in the Athenian democracy Socrates has become an irritating voice, a man to be silenced, not to be heard with respect. If the charge of corrupting the minds of the young men means anything in the Athenian city, it is that Socrates is believed to have turned his followers, some of them conservatives from aristocratic families, against democratic government.


The trial begins with the accusers presenting the charges that Socrates will have to face. Then Socrates speaks at length in his own defence, boldly declaring that scarcely a word that has been said is true and that he will not resort to the kind of flowery language used by his accusers. This is the voice of Socrates as Plato reported it:


‘My accusers have said little or nothing that is true, but from me you shall hear the whole truth; not, I can assure you, gentlemen, in flowery language like theirs, decked out with fine words and phrases; no, what you will hear will be a straightforward speech in the first words that occur to me, confident that as I am in the justice of my cause.’


(Defence of Socrates 17a–c)


Contrary to rumours that have been circulating, he is not an atheist, and he insists that those who have heard him in discussion and argument in the city will know that his only interest is in the truth and the wisdom that only truth and knowledge can bring about. In fact, as he points out, the wisdom he has gained is of a distinctive kind. A friend had asked the Oracle at Delphi whether Socrates was the wisest man in the world and the Oracle had agreed that he was. After thinking hard about this Socrates had come to the conclusion that all his wisdom actually amounted to was a very simple principle: ‘that I do not think that I know what I do not know’. However, many of his fellow Athenians do not seem to accept that principle, and Socrates acknowledges that his practice of habitually questioning their beliefs and exposing their lack of knowledge and understanding has aroused considerable hostility towards him. But his reputation for corrupting the young by filling their heads with false ideas is totally false: his intention has never been to persuade people to accept his own ideas and beliefs but to lead them to reflect critically on the ideas and beliefs they already have. This may seem a negative practice, but to be liberated from confusion and ignorance – the main purpose of philosophy – is vitally important, both for the individual citizen and for the community.


The speech continues. Socrates concedes that the hostility towards him may well bring about his destruction, but he refuses to compromise and express any regret in order to secure an acquittal. He has no fear of death and insists that his way of life has been that of a good citizen whose pursuit of truth and wisdom on behalf of his fellow Athenians has been of great benefit to the city. If the jury did offer to acquit him on condition that he would give up his public role he would refuse to do so. He states that he has a higher duty towards God than to his fellow Athenians, and for as long as he lives he will go on practising philosophy in the public life of the city. He will continue to say to anyone who will listen:


‘My friend, you are an Athenian and belong to a city which is the greatest and most famous in the world for its wisdom and strength. Are you not ashamed that you give your attention to acquiring as much money as possible, and similarly with reputation and honour, and give no attention or thought to truth and understanding and perfection of your soul?’


(Defence of Socrates 29d–e)


This response is of great interest and perhaps reveals both why Socrates has lived as he has done and why he is so admired by Plato. He is motivated by concern for the highest welfare of the souls of his fellow citizens, which implies that the moral character of the community depends on the virtuous souls and lives of individuals: what brings about injustice in the city is as much a matter of individual immorality as it is of political policies that favour those who are rich and powerful. As the reference to the pursuit of wealth indicates, both Socrates and Plato were concerned about the damaging effects that could result from the unrestrained desire for money and power, and we will take this up in the next section.


The trial is nearing its end. Socrates’ speech is not persuasive and he is found guilty of both charges. However, the number of votes cast for a guilty verdict is not sufficient to carry the death penalty and, according to legal practice, Socrates is allowed to propose an alternative punishment. Socrates is poor and suggests a fine that will be low enough to enable him to pay it. This is not accepted by the court and the death penalty is imposed. These are Socrates’ last words to the court:


‘Now it is time that we were going, I to die and you to live; but which of us has the happier prospect is unknown to anyone but God.’


(Defence of Socrates 42a)


Socrates’ response to the verdict passed on him by the court makes a great impression on Plato. It was perfectly possible for Socrates to have escaped and gone into exile but he did not. As an individual who takes his status as an Athenian citizen seriously, he believes it necessary to live by the city’s laws and to abide by the verdict passed on him, even though he believes it to be wrong.


As a result of Socrates’ execution, Plato becomes disillusioned with politics and gives up the idea of following a political career, concluding that it was almost impossible ‘to take part in public life and retain one’s integrity’. Socrates’ example inspires Plato to take up philosophy, although not in the style of his teacher. His concerns are more positive than those of Socrates and in the course of a long career Plato builds up an impressive body of writings in which he investigates fundamental questions about the nature of the world, human beings, knowledge, communication, morality, political justice and art. But the example set by Socrates never leaves him; he represents for Plato the very spirit of philosophy, the integrity the discipline demands, the depth of understanding it pursues, and the vital contribution critical reflection can make to our understanding ourselves and our actions. His execution also fosters in Plato a deep suspicion of Athenian democracy, which he regards as unjust. His response to democracy, as well as to other forms of unjust political systems, is to be found in his most famous work, the Republic, which we will discuss in later chapters. It is, however, useful to mention here that Plato believed that Athenian democracy encouraged a number of human desires which led to injustice and unhappiness, one of those being a strong desire – perhaps we would now use the word obsession – for wealth and personal advantage. We will now consider what Plato’s attitude might have been to the same kind of desire in contemporary capitalist societies.
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Great philosophers have distinctive ‘voices’ that continue to speak to us in the contemporary world. The problems they were concerned with, and the manner in which they tackled them, were, of course, very much of their own time and circumstances. But those problems have tended to recur quite regularly in human history with the same seriousness and urgency, particularly during periods of crisis and decline.
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