Life and Times

CHAPTER é: g

Whether we like it or not, whether we know it or not, we are all more or less
Platonists. Even if we reject Pluto's conclusions, our views ire shaped by the
way in which he stated his probleins. This ILlJ!)lil;‘.S to poets, politicians, and proles,
s well as o technieal philosophers. It will be worthwliile, therefore, Lo study
his views; in doing so, we shall better our understanding of ourselves, But in
order to understand his (theories we must understand the i)mhlum:} that secined
to him fmportant and that he sought to solve. To do this it is necessary to exam-

ine the facts that arc known about his life,

One of the most signiticant things about Plato (as indecd about anybody) was
the time in which he lived. Born in Athens in 427 n.c., Plato was old enough
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to have fought through the last four or fivie years of the war wilh Sparta; he
grew up in those vews ol deleat and of economic, social, and moral dissolution
that have heen desceribed. e must have experienced the dissatisfaction and the
diflicully of “making an adjustment” that the relurning veteran seems always
to face—exaggerated when, as in Plalo’s cuse, it is a vetun Lo a defeated, vather
than a viclorious, home,

Another maatter of Importance in Plate’s lile (as in everyone clse’s) was the
Family he was born into. Plato conld hardly have been “better” horn. On his
mother’s side he was descended from Solon, the great Athenian stalesmian and
reformer; on his father's side, from the god Poseidon, via (natorally) a long line
of distinguished Athenians. Ty uncle, Chamnides, and his cousin, Critias, were
prominent nobles of the day and leaders of the oligarchical faction,

Political Teade

vship was traditional in his family, and Plato’s whole lile, as
will he seen, was deeply allected by this hackeronnd ol ambition aud service, In Uhe
gaod old days, a leading political vole would have been his as a matter of course.
But even by the heginning of the Peloponmesian War it was no longer a“matter
of cowrse,” and, during the yeurs ol strain and defleat, members of nolile Gamnilies
Tound themselves ut ever greater disadvantage in the competition for the clec-
torale’s favor, By the time Plato had veached the age when an winbitious voung
man wight begin to think of his political career, only two courses were open
to him—he could give himself over to fHalttery and cajolery of the people, or
he could join in a plot to overthrow the demoeratic regime by a coup d'état,
‘e Tormer course involved o compromise of principles that Plato’s perhaps
overserupulous moral sense rejected. An opportunity for the latter alternative
came al the end of the war, when w number of nobles, meluding Critias and
Charmides, sel thenselves up o power. This must have seemed Lo the youny
late o hopelul change rom rule by the venal and bungling demagogues who
had led Athens (o defeal. But the excesses of The Thirty (as the oligarchs were
called) showed him that the will of the few is no hetter per se than the will
ol the many. And the savay

ry ol the revived democracy, which shortly afterwards
overthirese the olicarehy, did nothing o convinee Lim that ¢, for its part, had
learned a fesson,

Socrates

What rade more impression on Plato than anything clse, however, was Socrates
and the example of his fate. Something therclore should be said about this
extraordinary man, Soerates was over lorty yewrs old when Plato was born, Unlike
Plato, who rveached munhood in a time ol defeal, he had grown up during the
period of Athens™ greatest power and success—LUhe half-century following the
viclories over the Persiuns, Socrates was a contemporary of Thueydic

es and a
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