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PREFACE

HIS book is intended to serve as a preliminary or
supplementary essay to a study of the philosophy of

Plato. It deals with some of the problems that
arise in connection with Plato, which cannot be treated fully
in a work of ordinary size devoted to the interpretation of
his philosophy. I have discussed in it problems connected
with Plato’s life and personality, and also many critical ques-
tions, most obviously the Socratic question, which are involved
i such an interpretation. I have also attempted an account
of the background, historical, literary and philosophical,
against which Plato developed his thought and produced his
writings. The presupposition of the treatment is the view,
which I have expounded in the course of it, that Plato’s chief
interest in all his activities lay in his own age and its problems.
If this is true, it is clear that some knowledge of these points
is essential or at least highly desirable for an attempt to under-
stand his philosophy.

The book is, therefore, intended primarily for the student of
Plato and of Greek thought in general, for very much the same
kind of public, that is to say, as that whose needs are served by
Professor Taylor’s Plato. I hope, however, that it may not be
entirely without interest for the more specialized scholar, even
though he would probably find little in it with which he was
not already familiar. It is partly for his sake that I have
added certain appendices and notes at the end of chapters,
which summarize in a convenient form the sources and evi-
dence for certain points of view that I have adopted. But
for the student also it may be of interest to see how the thing
i$ done, and not merely to be presented with results which
give no insight into the processes by which they have been
reached. The two last appendices are reprinted with some
alterations from the Classical Quarterly.

In the numerous illustrative extracts that I have quoted from
various authors I have, with some hesitation, made my own
translation in every case, even where a satisfactory translation
already existed. I made this decision partly for consistency’s
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viii PLATO AND HIS CONTEMPORARIES

sake, as in a good many cases I had, to make my own trans-
lation, as none existed in English. But I was also influenced
by a belief that the translator of illustrative extracts should
be guided by somewhat different principles from the trans-
lator of a complete work, and might allow himself liberties
to paraphrase which would be out of place for the other.
With regard to the transliteration of Greek names I have
followed throughout what I believe to be the main current of
English literary tradition and latinized every name. It seems
to me that ““ Thucydides "’ is as much correct English for
Oovnvdldne as * Athens " is for 'Abirva.

There are doubtless many omissions for which the work
might be criticized. But I may try to anticipate criticism by
<mentioning two of them of which I am conscious myself.
I have said nothing about the religious background of Plato’s
time, not because I think it unimportant but because there
seems so very little that can profitably be said, at any rate
in a work of this kind. The subject is still so obscure that it
could only be treated in a way which would not be easy to
fit in to the general lines of thisbook. A more serious criticism
would be that I have not dealt, except incidentally, with the
scientific and mathematical background. I omitted these
because adequate treatment of them seems to me to need
more specialized knowledge than I possess of these sciences
themselves, particularly of mathematics. In such allusions
as I have had to make to mathematical questions, though I
have consulted other authors, I have, in general, trusted to the
guidance of Sir Thomas Heath.

This brings me to the question of my obligations to other
writers. I have taken ideas and information where I found
them, and should probably find it impossible, even if there
were any need for it, to indicate all my sources. It is very
likely that there is hardly a point made in the book which has
not already been made by some one else before me. Naturally
enough there have been many occasions on which I arrived
at a conclusion independently before I found that I had been
anticipated in it by a previous writer. But this is a fact of
little importance. When I was conscious of a special obligation
to any particular author or authors for the subject matter of
any particular chapter I have indicated it in the text. For the
rest, I must be content with a general acknowledgement of
my debt to other writers, which I would couple, to a special
degree, with the names of Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, Constantin
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Ritter, Jobn Burnet, and A. E. Taylor. I should like to
emphasize particularly my profound sense of obligation to these
last two, because on one central point, which is continually
arising in the course of the book, I have been unable to follow
them. Because of their well-deserved influence in English
Platonia studies, the point must be prominent in any treat-
ment of the subject by an English writer, and I have felt it
necessary to revert to it on several occasions. This might
give the impression that my attitude to these two great scholars
was simply one of critical hostility. But if I could only put
all I have learned from them by the side of the few points on
which I have had to differ from them, the full absurdity of
such an impression would be manifest.

It is even more difficult to single out what I owe to con=
versations and discussions with many friends. I cannot pass
over in silence the help given me by my colleagues in the
department of Classics in this university, who have always
ungrudgingly put their scholarship at my disposal. My wife
has read the whole book in manuscript and discussed many
points in it with me, and she has, in addition, taken on her
shoulders a great part of the troublesome clerical work
involved in preparing such a volume for publication.

January, 1930 G. C. FIELD
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PLATO
AND HIS CONTEMPORARIES

PART 1
PLATO’S LIFE AND WORK

CHAPTER 1
o THE LIFE OF PLATO

EARLY YEARS

O philosophic writer of past ages has such permanent
interest and value as Plato. We ought to read him

primarily for the help that he can give to our own
philosophical thinking. That is certainly what he himself
would have wished. But behind his writings we get glimpses
of a personality, which must arouse the interest and curiosity
of the narrowest philosophical specialist. Furthermore, even
for the understanding of his philosophical arguments some
knowledge of his life and surroundings is essential. These
arguments mean much more to us if we can form a picture
of the circumstances in which they were used, and the situation
that was in the mind of the philosopher himself in using them.
Historical research, then, into Plato’s life and the circum-
stances of his time, has a value for philosophy as well as a
value as history, for its own sake. And time spent on it by
the philosopher is not wasted, as long as he avoids two dangers.
In the first place, he must reconcile himself to the fact that
there is a great deal which we should like to know, but can-
not possibly know, and he must learn to draw the line between
reasonable cenjectures and idle speculation which is merely
waste of time. And secondly, and more seriously, he must
stand up against the tendency to pay too much attention
to history, to describe Plato and his philosophy as merely
the product of the circumstances of his time, and to forget

1



2 PLATO AND HIS CONTEMPORARIES

how much of this philosophy arises from reflection on realities
which are the same in all ages.

What do we know of Plato’s life ? It has often been noticed
how the Greek idea of biography differs from our own. It is
curious that the Greeks, who invented the scientific study of
history, seem to have had so little idea of applying their
historical methods to the biographies of individual persons.
Even the best of them seem to write for edification rather than
for truth. And in the average biography, when we are looking
for an account of the events of the life, we find only strings
of anecdotes and incidental comments, with little or no chrono-
logical connection and no coherent thread running through
them.

This is particularly apparent in the extant biographies of
Plato. It is true that we have lost a good deal of material
that might have told us more. - We should learn a good deal
from the writings of the Middle Comedy if they had survived.
From the few quotations that have come down to us we can
tell that Plato, at any rate in his later years, was a favourite
subject of theirs. Then after his death Speusippus, his nephew
and successor, wrote an Encomium of Plato, which might
have told us something more, though the only ‘fact’ for
which he is quoted as an authority by later writers is the story
that Plato was really the son of Apollo. Hermodorus, another
disciple of Plato, wrote a book on the Socratics, which was
probably of more value than the work of Speusippus. It is
quoted once by Diogenes as his authority for an interesting
fact, and once at third-hand by Simplicius for information
about Plato’s philosophical teaching. Yet, even if we had
this and other lost material it is doubtful whether it would tell
us very much more about the things that we most want to
know. For instance, one of the things that we should be
most glad to have would be a single reliable date for the com-
position of any of the dialogues. Yet it appears likely that not
even among the writings of his immediate successors was such
information to be found. For later writers, who had access
to these works, on the one or two occasions on which they
mention such a matter at all, can only quote popular opinions
based on inferences from the character of some one of the
dialogues. And very foolish inferences they are.

We have, of course, one great piece of good fortune in the
preservation of some of Plato’s own letters. From the most
important of these, we are very well informed about even the
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details of one chapter in Plato’s later life, his second and third
visits to Syracuse. And in one of them there is a brief piece
of autobiography, describing the growth of Plato’s opinions
on certain matters and his impressions of certain eventsin his
earlier life. This is of inestimable value, and affords almost
the only certain basis of our knowledge. For the rest we have
to turn to the biographers. The earliest of those is Apuleius,
better known, as he would probably be horrified to hear, as the
author of the Golden Ass. He dates from the middle of the
second century A.D. At the end of that century or at the
beginning of the next comes Diogenes Laertius, whose Lives
of the Philosophers, third-rate production as it is, still remains
one of our most important authorities for many points in the
history of Greck philosophy. From the sixth century A.D.
comes the life by Olympiodorus, and an anonymous life is
probably of about the same period. These various lives have a
great deal in common and were probably based on much the
same authorities. That by Diogenes is the fullest, and is also
of more value than the rest in that it often quotes the earlier
authorities for the statements made. Added to these we havea
few anecdotes in Cicero, Plutarch, Aelian, Athenaeus and other
late authors, and that is all.

Even the date of Plato’s birth is not entirely certain. Apol-
lodorus, The chronologist of the second century B.C., put it in_
428-427 B.c. And that date has been generally accepted,

though Apollodorus’ methods of calculation are not always
above suspicion. There was, however, another version pre-
served by later writers which put the date two or three years
earlier. The discrepancy, however, is not of great importance.
The date generally given for his death is 347. The disputes
about his precise age at his death, referred to by Diogenes,
probably arose from the different versions of the date of his
birth. All his earlier life was thus passed under the shadow
of the Peloponnesian War. He saw the downfall and partial
recovery of his own city, the rise and fall of Sparta, the rise of
Thepes, and his death came just as the growing power of
Philip of Macedon was beginning to concentrate on itself
the hopes or the fears of far-seeing men.

About his family we are more certainly informed. He was
the son of Ariston and Perictione, both of whom traced their
descent back to distinguished ancestors. Ariston, evidently
of an extremely ancient line, traced his descent to Codrus,
who was, according to the legend, the last king of Athens.
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Perictione’s family came down from Solon, who as an ancestor,
if some centuries later than Codrus, had at least the advantage
of having really existed. Thus on either side Plato was of
ancient and noble lineage. He was not the only child. Of
his two brothers, familiar to readers of the Republic, Adeiman-
tus and Glaucon, certainly one and probably both were con-
siderably older than Plato.! There was also a sister, Potone,
whose son, Speusippus, afterwards succeeded Plato in the
headship of The Academy. It would be natural to place her
birth in the considerable interval between that of Plato and
that of his next brother, so that we are probably justified in

thinking of him as considerably the youngest member of the
family. We are safe in dismissing as a fiction the story, which

- still finds its way into some modern writings, that his name
was originally Aristocles and that Plato was given him as a
nickname on account of some distinctive physical feature.®
The evidence for it is of the slightest, and Plato was a regu.ar
Athenian name. Of the brothers we know practically nothing
beyond the attractive picture given of them as young men in
the Republic. 'We know that Adeimantus, at any rate, was
alive in 399. But there is no other record of what happened
to them or of what they did. Perictione married a second
time and lived to a very great age. Plato writes as if ex-
pecting her death in a letter dating some time about 366. If
the view adopted here of the age of Plato’s brothers is cor-
rect, she must have been over ninety then.

There is a slight impression left from reading Plato’s own
writings that some of his other relations, such as his uncle
Charmides and Critias, stood for more in his life than either
his parents or his brothers. These were among the men
who became notorious as the authors of the oligarchic coup
d'état ard the White Terror which followed the close of the
Peloponnesian War. It has been argued from this that
Plato’s birth and family connections would from the first
incline him to the anti-democratic side. As against this,

1 The evidence is conflicting. Xenophon certainly speaks in"the
Memorvabilia as if Glaucon were younger than Plato. But be is often
careless about such details. And if Burnet and Taylor are right—
and to me their arguments seem absolutely decisive—n placing the
dramatic date of the Republic somewhere about 421, it is evident that
Glaucon, who had already seen service in the field by then, must have
been at least thirteen or fourteen years older than Plato.

* It is amusing to note that the authors who gave currency to the
story could not apparently agree as to what the feature was,
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Burnet has pointed out that the earlier affiliations of his family
appear to have been rather with the Periclean democracy and
that it was only late in the war that Critias and Charmides
became prominent members of the oligarchic party. Such a
development was characteristic of the time. The rich and.
noble families which had accepted the Periclean régime and
been proud to serve it, seem to have been driven in increasing
numbers into the ranks of the extreme opponents of demo-
cracy by the financial oppression to which they were subjected
to pay for the war policy of the democratic party. At any
rate it is clear that during the susceptible years in which
Plato was first coming to manhood those most near to him
were becoming more and more hostile to the democracy and
ready to go to any length to overthrow it.

We have, naturally, no reminiscences of Plato’s childhood,
though from his own dialogues we can get glimpses of what a
bdy’s life in Athens could be like. There are stories of an
early interest in painting and poetry, which are probable
enough, though not based on evidence of any value. The
well-known story of how on meeting Socrates he burnt the
plays that he had been writing and from henceforth devoted
himself to philosophy may be safely rejected. There is too
much of the story with a moral about it, and incidentally it
does not altogether tally with what we can conjecture of his
relations with Socrates. What these were we must consider
directly. But there is one more occupation of his youth and
early manhood which it is worth while mentioning. From
the age of eighteen till the end of the war ahout five years
later he must have been fairly continuously occupied in mili-
tary service. It is a probable conjecture that a youth of his
wealth ! and family would be qualified for service in the
cavalry, and, as a corollary of this, that most, if not all, of
these years of service were passed in Attica. For the special
duty of the cavalry during the last years of the war was to
watch for and when possible repel the Spartan raiding parties
from the fort at Deceleia.

It is very unlikely, however, that this was Plato’s last
experience of military service. For when Athens was once
more involved in war in 395 he was still of an age which might
make him liable to be called up if required. Service at this
time would be beyond the boundaries of Attica. We can read

1 The question of Plato’s financial position is disputed. But on the
whole the evidence is in favour of regarding him as a rich man.
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in the speech that Lysias wrote for a certain Mantitheus of
how the cavalry were ordered to reinforce their new allies,
the Thebans, at Haliartus, where Lysander met his death,
and of how again the same troopers had to ride to Corinth a
year later to make head against Agesilaus. There is an account
that comes from Aristoxenus and is recorded, though certainly
in a garbled form, by Diogenes,! which would lead us to suppose
that it was precisely in those expeditions that Plato took
part. It was said, even, that on one of these occasions he was
decorated for valour in the field. This, however, is to antici-
pate. What is important to remember is that an Athenian
philosopher in Plato’s time could not be a mere cloistered
scholar but had to know what it was like to be a man of action
too. The present generation of scholars in our own country
who gave service in the great war will be able to estimate the
difference that this must have made to their understanding of
many problems.

To return to the earlier years of Plato’s manhood, there
still remain the two most important influences in his life,
upon which we have not yet touched, his political interests
and his friendship with Socrates. And it is on these points
that we are in a position to call Plato himself as evidence.

‘As a young man,’ he tells us in the Seventh Letter written
when he himself was well over seventy, ‘ I went through the same
experience as many others; I thought that, the very moment I
became my own master, I should devote myself to public affairs,
And by the hazard of politics a chance of this offered itself to me.
For the existing constitution became an object of abuse to many
people so that a change took place . .. and thirty rulers were
set up with supreme powers. Some of these happened to be rela-
tives and friends of mine, and ‘they at once called on me to join
in this as my proper work. And, as was not surprising for one of
my age, I felt that they would lead the city from an evil to a
righteous way of life and govern it accordingly. So I paid great
attention to what they would do. But I saw that in a little time
their behaviour had made the former constitution seem a golden
age by comparison. For among other crimes, there was their
treatment of Socrates, a dearly-loved older friend of mine, whom
I should not hesitate to call the most righteous man of his time.

! Diogenes mentions three expeditions, the first and the last being
in Boeotia. This is impossible. Athenian troops were not serving in
Boeotia again until after Plato had passed military age. Aelian, who
mentions the same fact, gives more plausibly the two expeditions only,
He does not quote his authority,
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[Here follow the details of their unsuccessful attempt to force
Socrates to implicate himself in their evil activities] When I saw
all this and much else like it, I was indignant and withdrew myself
from contact with the evils of that time.

‘ Not long after this the thirty fell and their whole constitution
was upset. And once more, but this time with less urgency, the
desire to take part in politics and public work began to draw me.
Certainly in those troublous times many things were done at which
one would do well to be angry. Indeed, it is not to be wondered
at that amidst all these reversals of fortune some people managed
to revenge themselves too severely on their enemies. But in
general those who returned to power then showed the greatest
fairness and moderation. By some chance, however, certain of the
ruling men of that time happened to bring this friend and associate
of mine, Socrates, to trial, on a most monstrous charge, which, of
all people, was the least applicable to Socrates. For they accused
him of impiety, and he was condemned and executed for this. . . .’

This is a definite statement, and one which cannot be dis-
regarded. It warrants us in assuming that, whatever interest
he may have felt from time to time in philosophy or the arts,
his chief interests and ambitions were, at any rate till the
death of Socrates, political. Not, of course, that that was
incompatible with a lively interest in other matters. We can
see from Plato’s own dialogues how some of the most politically
ambitious young men were ready on occasion to plunge most
deeply into a philosophic argument. Indeed, we know inci~
dentally that Plato’s philosophical studies at this period
extended even beyond what he learnt from Socrates. For we
are told by Aristotle, who had every opportunity of being
well informed on such a point, that in his youth Plato learnt
the doctrines of Heraclitus from a follower of these doctrines,
Cratylus. How deep his studies in this philosophy went and
hovamuch impression they made on him at the time we cannot
tell. He certainly realized to the full the importance of the
doctrines taught then at the later period of his life when he
was thinking out his own philosophy. But from the picture
of Cgatylus given in the dialogue called by his name it does not
seem likely that his personality made a very deep impression
on Plato at the time he knew him.

With Socrates, of course, it was very different. Plato’s
association with him is one of the best known things about
him. And from the account just quoted we can see that at
least on two occasions the attitude of the ruling powers of the
time to Socrates was the decisive factor in determining Plato’s



8 PLATO AND HIS CONTEMPORARIES

attitude towards them. What was the nature of Plato’s
association with Socrates, and what was the effect that it
produced on him?

The position of Socrates in Greek thought and the nature
of his influence has been a fruitful source of controversy.
Some, at any rate, of these controversies can be avoided if we
confine ourselves to the question of his influence on Plato,
and if, in trying to answer that question, we take as our chief
evidence the impressions that we get from Plato’s own writings.
Of these we find that very few represent Socrates as ever
developing a positive and systematic doctrine on any particular
point. The great majority represent him as primarily a
critical influence, helping others to think out their own views
buf not producing a_positive contribution himsell. In a
famous passage, he 1s made _@mﬂgamm Te,
who can help others to bear their children, but cannot bear
herself, = The positive lesson that we can draw from his aigu-
ments is the absolute necessity for a rigid standard of clear
and exact thinking and precision in the use of words, a lesson
which is constantly being driven home by a merciless exposure
of the confusion and ambiguity of current thought. These
first lessons in criticism might well prove a heady wine for
young men, and the danger was always present that they
might carry away from them nothing but an ability to criticize,
which would develop into a contemptuous scepticism about the
possibility of any kind of truth or knowledge at all. From
this danger those who really understood Socrates were saved
by the influence of his personality. His intellectual honesty
and clear-sightedness, which made him so dangerous in criticism,
were only possible because of the strength with which he held
to his ideals and standards of thought. Absolute scepticism
could never really move anyone to take the trouble to apply
these standards so thoroughly. That could only be the resuit
of a faith that there was a truth to be discovered and that
nothing could be more important to us than its discovery.
It was the same in the sphere of conduct. His criticism qf the
confusions of ordinary moral judgements might make some
faint hearts begin to doubt the reality of any moral standard.
But if anything could still such doubts it would be the spec-
tacle of the very man who first taught them this criticism
setting in his own person such an example of how a life could
be ruled by an ideal of conduct in the face of all possible
difficulties, dangers and temptations. It is perhaps more than
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anything else as his ideal of the righteous man that Socrates
impressed himself on Plato. -

It is much the same picture that is drawn, though with
a far inferior art, by Xenophon. He adds an aspect on which
Plato does not touch to any extent, namely the extraordinary
shrewdness and insight that Socrates showed in the practical
affairs of life. He represents it as the regular thing to apply
to Socrates for help or advice in any of the ordinary difficulties
and problems, professional, personal and even domestic. And
those who did thus apply were seldom disappointed. Both
accounts emphasize his other qualities, his humour, his kind-
liness, his imperturbable good temper, his friendliness and
bomhomie to those who knew him. It is altogether a picture
that leaves nothing to surprise us in the fact that he was the
centre of a circle of devoted friends, who all came in a greater
or lgsser degree under his influence.

What was the nature of this circle? Perhaps the nearest
modern parallel would be the circle that centred round Dr.
Johnson. Johnson, indeed, though neither intellectually nor
morally quite on the lével of Socrates, seems to be the figure
with which one would most naturally compare him. At any
rate, it seems clear that Plato had no intention of representing
this circle as a group of disciples who came to learn any parti-
cular doctrine from their master, nor indeed, with one or two
very significant exceptions,? is there any indication that there
was any kind of doctrine or belief that was common to this
circle. Nor is it represented as being in any sense a closed
body with defined membership. The impression we get is
that, as one would expect, there were all sorts of degrees in
the intimacy between Socrates and his friends. And yet,
once more as we should expect, there are indications that
certain people had become tacitly recognized as being to a
special degree his intimate friends. Thus, if we can judge
from the Phaedo, it is noteworthy that certain particular names
are n;xentioned as being among those that one would expect to

! The chief exception is the Theory of Ideas, which is spoken of in
the Phaedo as being a familiar doctrine to all present. This, of course,
is one of the chief points on which controversy rages about the extent
to which Plato has gone beyond historical fact in the views ascribed
to Socrates. On the other hand, it is noticeable that the arguments
for the immortality of the soul, though Socrates is represented as
producing them on several different occasions, appear on each occasion
to come as something new to his hearers, who bave to have it proved
over again for them from the beginning.
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find present at the death scene, and an explanation is evidently
thought necessary of why they were not present.

The group seems to have included very different kinds of
people, both Athenian citizens and foreigners, and its members
seem to have been led by very different motives to their
friendship with Socrates. It is possible that some may have
been led primarily by a philosophic interest, hoping to get light
on the philosophic views and problems that interested them
by putting them under the searchlight of Socrates’ keen critical
mind. Without doubt in every case the motive of personal
affection and admiration played a large part, and there seem
to have been some for whom this was the main tie that bound
them to Socrates. Among these is probably to be numbered
his oldest and most intimate friend, Crito, whose picture in the
dialogues is one of the most beautiful and delicate pieces of
portraiture that Plato gives us. Apollodorus, who narsates
the story of the Symposium, may have been another such.
And, besides these, Socrates seems to have exercised a
great attraction on men who were preparing to enter, or had
already entered, public life. We can readily imagine how
stimulating such men would find a Socratic discussion of the
subjects to which they were going to devote their attention.
Socrates paid dearly for this influence of his. It is by no
means all politicians who like having the foundation of their
beliefs examined critically. And, though among Socrates’
intimate friends there were men of all political faiths, it was
chiefly remembered against him afterwards that they included
Alcibiades, Critias and Charmides, who of all men of their time
did most evil to their city.

There seems little reason to doubt that, at any rate in
Socrates’ last years, Plato was in the most intimate circle of his
friends. His absence has to be explained in the Phaedo, and
in the Afology he is mentioned as one of the young men who
would be likely to have been corrupted by Socrates, if anyone
had been. And when he speaks of Socrates in the passage
quoted from the Seventh Letter, he speaks of him as his
€rdipog (translated above, perhaps rather clumsily, as ‘ friend
and associate '), a word which generally implies a rather
special relation. It is, indeed, used by Plato himself in the
Letters to describe the members of hisown school. It therefore
seems possible that, so far as there was an ‘inner circle ’ of
Socratics—and I have explained above the only sense in which
I believe there to have been one—Plato was certainly a member
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of it. Further, it is probable, in view of what he tells us
of his own early ambitions, that it was to the last-mentioned
class of Socrates’ associates that he belonged. And Socrates’
influence on him, at any rate at this period, seems to have been
chiefly moral. It was the righteousness of Socrates that
gave him a touchstone by which to judge of politics and
institutions and the behaviour of politicians. It was, perhaps,
only at a later period and in reminiscence that the intellectual
methods and ideals of Socrates began to appear to him as
the standard by which to judge of theories and philosophies.

For an account of the mood that he was in after the death
of Socrates and the state of mind that developed from this
we must turn once more to the Seventh Letter.

‘I considered these events,” he writes, ‘ and the kind of men that
were engaged in politics, and the existing laws and customs, and the
more I considered and the older I grew, the more difficult did it
seem to me to conduct the affairs of the State properly. For it was
not possible to effect anything without the aid of friends and
associates. And it was not easy to discover such men, even when
they existed . . . and it was impossible readily to acquire fresh
ones. The laws and customs, also, went on deteriorating to an
extraordinary degree. And the effect of all these things on me
was this. Whereas at first I had been full of enthusiasm for public
work, now I could only look on and watch everything whirling
round me this way and that until it made me completely giddy.
I did not cease to investigate all possible means of improving these
points, and indeed of reforming the whole constitution, while as
far as action went I went on awaiting a favourable opportunity.
But in the end I came to the conclusion that all the cities of the
present age are badly governed. . . . And I was forced to say,
praising the true philosophy, that it is from it that we can come
to recognize what is right both in public and private affairs. There-
fore the race of men will not have respite from evils until either the
race of frue and genuine philosophers comes to pokltical power or
‘those who_cxercise power in thé Cities become by some divine

chance real philosophers. This was the idea In my mind on my
figst arrival in Italy and Sicily.’

This visit, we have been told earlier, took place when he was
about forty.

There is thus a period of about ten or twelve years in which
Plato’s state of mind was as described in this passage. The
political interest was still uppermost. But any hopes of

immediate action were dead, and buried deeper and deeper
as the years went on, and disillusionment grew, not only with
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his own State but with all others of which he knew anything.
And yet this still seemed to him the most important aim that
a man could set before himself, and he never ceased studying
and reflecting to see if a way out could be found from these
evils. It is profoundly to be regretted that he has left us no
record of the form this study and reflection took and the
friends who joined in it with him. We can guess something
about the material that he found for his study. He would
have every chance of watching the political developments in
his own city. Though he took no part in politics, that does not
necessarily mean that he refrained from attending the Assembly
or from filling the ordinary routine offices when his turn came
round. We have seen that he probably went abroad at least
twice on military service, and doubtless he would have used
this opportunity to make what observations he could of the
ways of other cities and their citizens. And this was not
the limit of his journeys. We have it on good authority
(that of Hermodorus, a disciple of Plato himself) that immedi-
ately after the death of Socrates, many of his friends, Plato
among them, went to visit one of the circle, Euclides, at his
home in Megara. There is no reason to doubt the truth of this
statement. And we can well imagine that to the friends of
Socrates an opportunity at that moment of leaving the city
which must have been so full of memories of him would be
welcome.

We have no means of knowing how long he stayed in Megara.
It is not likely that he was there for long. The account
quoted above gives rather the impression.that most of his
political investigations at this period were carried out in his
own city. And certainly he must have been back by the
outbreak of war in 395. It is this period, also, which saw the
beginnings of his literary activity, and the publication of many
of his dialogues—how many, is a disputed point which will
come up for discussion later. It does seem probable that
normally his literary work would be more congenially under-
taken when settled down in his own home. So that the greater
part of these years, at any rate, may be regarded as being
spent in Athens.

As far as Plato’s own account in the Letter goes, we should
suppose that the next change of importance in his hife was his
visit to Italy and Sicily when he was about forty. But there
is a very strong later tradition which ascribes to him at some
time during this period much more extensive journeys than this.
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We find the stories in Cicero, which means that they can be
traced back at least as early as his Greek originals; that is,
they were current, very probably in the Academy itself, about
two hundred years after Plato’s death. The most strongly
attested is a journey to Egypt, where the house in which
he was supposed to have lived was shown to Strabo over three
hundred years later. If he went to Egypt, there is nothing
unlikely in the story, which was also current, that he visited
Cyrene too. There are some very late stories of visits to
Phoenicia, Babylonia, Persia, Thrace and elsewhere. But these
are certainly pure myth. They are entirely incompatible with
the accounts given by other writers, and they bear witness
to the fashionable craze of certain periods, which is still not
altogether unknown, for looking to the East as the source of all
wisdom.
This tendency is also observable with regard to Egypt.
see it as early as Herodotus, and it was no doubt encouraged
during the Alexandrian period. This serves to throw a certain
degree of suspicion on the story even of the Egyptian journey.
On the other hand, the evidence for this is much stronger
than for anything else. Plato’s own silence on the matter is
not decisive, as there was no particular reason for him to
mention it. And in his writings he clearly shows signs that
he had an interest in Egypt and knew something about it.
On the whole, the wisest attitude seems to be a suspension of
judgement with a slight leaning towards acceptance of the
story. The date of the Egyptian journey, if it took place, must
either have been immediately after Megara or immediately
before Italy and Sicily. Our authorities give little help here
as their accounts are too confused. Either date would be
equally possible as far as the political circumstances of the time
went.! The later date is perhaps more in accord with the
general picture that we have formed. Plato would no deubt
have been free to leave Athens at any time from 391 onwards,
from which date, according to Xenophon, no more large-scale
expeditions of citizen forces were sent out by Athens. '

3 I cannot understand why Constantin Ritter thinks that an Athenian
would only have found a welcome in an Egypt in revolt from Persia
at the earlier period. By the later date Athens was already becoming
estranged from Persia, and her friend and ally, Evagoras, of Cyprus,
was already drawing near to the last independent rulers of Egypt.



~ CHAPTER II
PLATO’S LATER LIFE
PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS

E are on firm historical ground once more when we

\’\; come to the visit to Italy and Sicily, which took
place when Plato was ‘about™ (oyxedov) forty, a

phrase which allows a margin of perhaps as much a5 two or
three years on either side. Italy was naturally visited first,
and from Plato’s Seventh Letter we should gather that She
chief impression that he received there was of a life of un-
restrained and unashamed luxury, both public and private,
a state of things from which nothing healthy could arise,
either in the way of personal character or of stable laws and
institutions. But, though no doubt in the letter he is describ-
ing what he actually saw, there must have been another side
to his experiences there. At Tarentum, which may well have
"been his first stopping-place, he made the acquaintance of a
remarkable man with whom he was to enjoy a long friend-
ship afterwards. This was Archytas, a Pythagorean philoso-
pher, a mathematician of real eminence, and, added to that,
a statesman and general. He seems to have established a
pre-eminence in his own city, comparable to that which
Pericles had enjoyed in Athens. We are told by writers of
a generation or so later that in his favour the Tarentines
suspended the laws limiting the number of re-elections to the
chief office of the city that were allowed. There is no sug-
gestion that his authority rested on anything but his own
personality and abilities. Further, we are told, that he was
a uniformly successful commander in war. It is quite likely,
though the exact dates are unknown,! that he had already

1 We are very badly informed about the details of the life of Archytas.
But he was probably more or less of the same age as Plato. It is
certainly the impression given by later writers, who record the jour-
neys, that this journey was made in part to make the acquaintance
of Archytas. And it is clear from the letters that the friendship was
already established by the time of Plato's second visit.

14
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reached his dominating position in the city at this period.
As a mathematician he made contributions of real importance
to the development of the science. He is said, also, to have
taught, at one period, Eudoxus, one of the first mathematicians
of the age, whom we shall meet again in Plato’s Academy.

We can see that such a man would naturally exercise a
profound attraction on Plato. We know that their friendship
was close, though we know but few further details about it.
We have one, and possibly two, of the friendly, intimate
Ietters that Plato wrote to him. And many years later he
was able to intervene decisively on Plato’s behalf at a very
critical period. But besides this, if we are to believe the
unanimous tradition among the writers from whom Cicero
drew his information, this friendship marked a very special
influence on Plato’s philosophical development. For Taren-
tpm at this time was one of the chief centres and Archytas
one of the chief representatives of what survived of the school
or society of Pythagoras. And, we are told, it was here, and
perhaps to some degree elsewhere in Italy,! that the influence
of Pythagoreanism first began to work on Plato’s mind. What
exactly that influence was will have to be discussed more
in detail later. According to the information contained in
Cicero ? it accounted for the interest that Plato’s writings
show in almost any subject beyond the problems of conduct.
In particular we are told that the belief in the immortality
of the soul and the interest in mathematical questions—
‘ numeros et geometriam et harmoniam '—and the conviction
of the importance of mathematical knowledge came to Plato
from this source. It is further hinted that his attempt to
construct a systematic positive philosophy at all was largely
due to this, and that in this he was beginning to go beyond
anything that he had learned from Socrates. We may, of
course, like some modern scholars, reject or ignore all this
evidence. But if we do not, we can combine it with what
Plato tells us himself, to form a consistent picture of his state
of mind during this period.

We have seen him gradually losing faith in the practical
politician, even of the best type, and we have seen the con-

1 Probably in Locri. This city, by the way, must also have formed
an exception to his general strictures on Italian conditions. Both in
the Timaeus and the Laws he pays tribute to the excellence of its
laws and imstitutions.

* For details see Appendix IIL.
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viction gradually strengthening itself in his mind that the
mere study of practical politics by itself can never bring about
what is needed. It is necessary to go beyond this to a
systematic study of the foundations of conduct. But not
even here is it possible to stop short. For the principles of
conduct themselves seem to demand, before they can be
regarded as established, that they should be followed back
to something more fundamental still. Ethics and Politics
demand a metaphysic. We may conjecture that Plato was
feeling in this direction when he came to Italy. And in the
Pythagoreans, particularly at Tarentum, he found men who
had developed a metaphysic of their own and applied it in
practice to the conduct of their own lives and of the affairs
‘of the city. Doubtless Plato knew something about them
already: there were Pythagoreans among the friends of
Socrates. And there is therefore likely to be truth in thg
suggestion of the later writers that his chief motive in going
to Italy was to see and hear more about them in their own
country. At any rate, we can hardly fail to accept the
general conclusion that this journey had an effect of great
importance on Plato’s thought.

After Italy Plato proceeded to Sicily, and in particular to
Syracuse. The later lives give as his chief motive for this
journey a desire to see the volcanoes. We do not know what
authority there is for this statement. But it is quite likely
that he was interested in such strange natural phenomena.
It is hardly likely, however, that this was his sole motive,
It is true that there was little of philosophical interest there,
of the kind he had found in Italy. But the political situation
was of first-rate interest. The tyrant of Syracuse, Dionysius,
was in the process of establishing what became the most
powerful dominion of the contemporary Greek world. And
Plato was certainly alive to the importance of these develop-
ments. We can guess from his writings, both from the
dialogues and the letters, what impressions he received from
Dionysius’ rule, on the one hand of the evils of absolute
despotism and on the other of the great achievements of this
particular despot.

His impression of the general standard of private and
public life in Sicily seems to have been no more favourable
than of Italy. But here, also, he made a great friendship,
fraught with significance for the future. In Syracuse he
met a young man of about twenty, named Dion, whose sister
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had recently married the reigning tyrant. The two seem to
have been naturally attracted to each other. But this time
it was Plato who was the teacher.

‘I became friends with Dion, who was then a young man,’ he
tells us, ‘ and I used to expound to him my beliefs about what was
needed for mankind, I advised him to act himself on these
principles. 1 never thought at the time that I was thus, in a
sense, arranging the future overthrow of the tyranny. Dion was
a ready learner in everything and particularly of the views I then
put forward to him. And he responded to these views more quickly
than any young man I have ever met. He resolved in future to
lead a very different kind of life from that of the ordinary Italian
or Sicilian, and to love goodness more than pleasure or luxury in
general,’

This mode of life, we gather, did not make Dion very popular
at the tyrant’s court. But Plutarch tells us that he was
still trusted by the tyrant himself and employed by him for
various public services of importance.

That is all that we know from Plato himself about his
Sicilian visit. But there is a story about the end of it which
was widely known in later antiquity and appears in almost
all the writings about Plato that we have. It is no doubt
a reasonable inference from his acquaintance with Dion that
Plato came into contact with the tyrant himself. The story
runs that he infuriated Dionysius by his outspoken con-
demnation of tyranny. That, we may add incidentally, is a
regular motive of Greek literature and some incident of this
kind would surely have been invented whether it actually
took place or not. But the story goes on that in revenge
the tyrant handed him over to a Spartan envoy who was
just returning home from Syracuse with instructions to sell
him into slavery. According to one version he was not
openly seized by Dionysius, but secret instructions were given
to Pollis, the Spartan envoy on whose ship Plato took passage,
to sell him as a slave. In any case, the sale is said to have
taken place at Aegina. He was saved by the timely arrival
of a friend from Cyrene, one Anniceris, who ransomed him
and sent him safe home to Athens.

The story may be true. But, although there is no passage
in the letters in which Plato need have mentioned it, one would
expect, considering how predominantly they deal with Sicilian
affairs, that some hint of it would have been dropped. Further,
the extant versions of the story are not always consistent



18 PLATO AND HIS CONTEMPORARIES

with each other. There seems to have been a version in
which the Aeginetans seized Plato on their own initiative
and, after debating the proposal to put him to death, decided
to sell him intoslavery. The storyof the sale and the ransom
at Aegina appears in the earliest authority which mentions
the matter, and there is no mention of Dionysius as prompting
to it : this by itself is not necessarily decisive since the passage
in question is only a mutilated fragment.! But this part of
the story is in itself highly probable. For we know that
between 389 and 387 Athenian commerce was being regularly
preyed on by raiding parties from Aegina. And the seizure
and sale of an Athenian traveller at this period would be
quite a normal event. So we should probably be safe in
following Eduard Meyer in accepting the story of the sale and
ransom at Aegina, but rejecting the complicity of Dionysius
as a later invention. If we do accept it, it enables us to date
within a certain period the return home of Plato, which n
all probability is to be put towards the end of 387.

And so by the time the King’s Peace had come into force
Plato was once more settled down in Athens.

After these years of reflection and investigation, Plato at
last saw clearly what his real work was to be. At some date,
probably almost immediately after his return, he purchased
a property at a spot just outside the city walls known as the
Academy, and there he started the famous school to which
that name was applied. For the remaining forty years of
his life he was before anything else a teacher. For us who
know him directly only as a writer it is of the first importance
to realize, whatever view we take of his writings, that in his
eyes they would certainly have appeared as of very secondary
importance by the side of his teaching activity. Both these
activities, writirg and teaching, which filled the greater part
of the latter half of his life, will call for a special treatment
by themselves. Of the actual events in Plato’s life for the
next twenty years we know absolutely nothing. We can only
conjecture with reasonable certainty that it was passed.in
Athens, and devoted to the organization of the school and
the developmen:t of his own philosophy, a life busy and
absorbing enough, but not of a nature to provide much material
for the biographer. It is not till twenty years later that the

1 This is the -Index Academicorum by Philodemus which was dis-
covered at Herculaneum,
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veil is lifted once more. For the events that took place then
we have a more detailed account than for any other period
in Plato’s life.

In 368 the elder Dionysius died after a long and successful
reign in which he had extended his power, direct or indirect,
over the greater part of Hellenic Sicily and Italy. This great
realm passed on his death, apparently without any question
or difficulty, to his son Dionysius II. We can derive a clear
picture of the character of the young man from Plato’s letters.
He had apparently been kept in the background by his father,
for reasons which do not appear, and no special pains had
been taken over his education. The results were what might
be expected. It is clear that he impressed Plato as having
a quick and ready natural intelligence above the average.
And he seems to have possessed the rudiments of other amiable
qualities. Part of his trouble with Plato came from his
comttant jealousy and complaints that Plato preferred other
people’s friendship to his. This suggests the rather pathetic
longing of a man, who knew that his position set him apart
from most of those around him, for the real affection of
someone whose motives could never be suspected. On the
other hand, much though he may have desired Plato’s friend-
ship, he was not willing to take any trouble to deserve it.
He appears in Plato’s correspondence as being almost entirely
lacking in any concentration of purpose or any power of balance
and self-control. He was a weak character, and he was
conscious of it. And this had the usual effect of making him
timid and suspicious of stronger men around him, and always
apt to try to show himself a strong man by ill-timed acts
of arbitrary violence. In his later life, this developed into an
extreme cruelty. But this hardly appears at the time Plato
knew him.

From the first there appear to have been two parties
struggling for the control of the mind of the young despot.
His uncle, Dion, who would naturally enjoy considerable
prestige, represented a reforming party which aimed at so
influencing the ruler as to lead him gradually to transform
his power into a legal authority over a State organized on
the lines suggested by true philosophical principles. But
there was another party, led apparently by the historian
Philistus, a faithful minister of the despotism, to which
philosophical principles made no appeal. For one motive or
another they felt their own future to be bound up with the
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maintenance of arbitrary rule, and could be relied upon to
oppose by any means in their power the direction which Dion
sought to give to the policy of the State. For the moment
Dion seemed to have the upper hand, partly perhaps through
his family connections, partly, too, through the attraction
that the presentation of a noble ideal would naturally exercise
on a mind like that of Dionysius, before he discovered that
it involved taking some trouble and even perhaps sacrificing
some things that were pleasant to him. Dion no doubt felt
that his own influence was precarious. And the idea came to
him that he might definitely secure it if he could have the
aid of the man whose conversation twenty years before had
had so much effect on his own life. He wrote to Plato and
urged him to come to Syracuse. ‘Now, if ever,” he wrote,
‘is there a good chance that your own ideal can be realized,
and true philosophy and power over a great dominion be
united in the same persons.’ b

Plato gives us a clear picture of his state of mind on receiv-
ing this appeal. To his personal feelings the idea of such
a journey was very distasteful. He was no longer a young
man, and his time and attention were fully taken up by what
he speaks of as his own ‘ by no means contemptible interests ’.
A tyrant’s court was of all places the least likely to be con-
genial to him. And he had no confidence that the sudden
enthusiasms of a young man such as Dionysius were likely
to be very lasting. On the other hand, he felt a strong
obligation to Dion. It was not only a question of reinforcing
his influence, for he knew also that under a despotism a loss
of influence might mean more serious consequences to follow.
What, however, rcally decided him was the thought that
here at last he was being called on to help to put his own
teaching into practice. And if there was any chance, however
doubtful, of this, it would be a piece of cowardice which he
would never be able to forgive himself if he let it slip through
his own personal distaste for the task. ‘And so’, as he says,
‘I followed reason and justice as far as a man may, gnd
went.’

His impressions on his arrival were not very favourable.
He found himself in an atmosphere thick with palace intrigues
and cabals, directed in particular against the influence of
Dion. For the moment he held his position. And he and
Plato took the opportunity of trying to instil some of the
true principles of politics and education intc the mind of
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Dionysius. They did not go very far in this. It was impos-
sible to touch on the more ultimate principles on which
these depended. Plato states quite definitely that Dionysius
absolutely refused any philosophical discussion or instruction
during the whole of this first visit. They tried to insinuate
into his mind, as openly as was safe, the idea that perbaps
arbitrary power was not the best basis for personal happiness.
_Further, one or two points in practical politics were discussed
between them. Plato had some suggestions to put forward
about the recolonization of the cities which had been laid
waste in the Carthaginian wars. They discussed also some
suggested pieces of legislation. And it was perhaps at this
period that Plato was influential in bringing together Dionysius
and Archytas of Tarentum and establishing friendly relations
between them. But the plotters on the other side were busy.
Thgy succeeded in playing on the tyrant’s fears and in making
him believe that Dion was plotting against him. And four
months after Plato’s arrival, Dion was seized and expelled
from Sicily on this pretext.

The breach was not yet final. Dion for some years was
allowed toenjoy the income from hisvery considerable property.
And Dionysius exerted himself to show every consideration
to his friends. With Plato his relations became more and
more friendly as the time went on, though he could never
bring himself to submit to any instruction in philosophy.
But Plato himself felt increasingly uncomfortable in those
surroundings, and finally persuaded the tyrant to send him
away. A new war with Carthage was just breaking out, and
an agreement was come to that when peace was re-established
both Plato and Dion should return once more to Syracuse.
In 366 Plato returned to Athens.

During the next four years he doubtless resumed his full
activities as head of his school. But he also kept constantly
in touch with Syracusan affairs. His personal relations with
Dionysius continued to be friendly. We have a letter of that
perlod which shows them in a very pleasing light. It was
written partly to recommend friends of Plato’s to the favour-
able notice of Dionysius, and partly to arrive at some under-
standing about financial arrangements. Plato, it appeared,
had incurred considerable expense through his visit to Sicily,
and was also constantly being called on to execute small com-
missions in Athens on Dionysius’ account. It was naturally
understood that he should be reimbursed for all this, but it
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was not always easy for him to arrange for payment when
he required it. He makes a very careful estimate of his own
probable expenditure in order to explain why he has to trouble
Dionysius about money matters,! and takes the occasion to
give a little fatherly advice about the importance of keeping
exact accounts and knowing just what is being spent and
received. There are many pleasing little bits of personal
gossip. One of the Syracusan ambassadors has hurt his hand.
Plato’s eldest great-niece is going to be married shortly-—to
her own uncle, Plato’s nephew Speusippus. Perhaps a few
sentences may be quoted in full.

‘ Now about the commission you asked me to do for you I
have had the Apollo made and Leptines is bringing it to yon. It
was done by a very good sculptor, a young man called Leochares.
There was another piece of work at his place which I thought
very clever. I bought it because I should like to give it to your
wife. She looked after me when I was well and when I was ill
in a way both you and I may be proud of. So give it to her, if
you don’t mind. I am sending also twelve jars of sweet wine and
two of honey for the children. We got back too late to lay down
figs to dry. The myrtles that we did lay down had gone bad.
We shall have to look after them better another time . . . Good-
bye. Go on with philosophy, and encourage the younger men to
do 