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PREFACE

The text of this book is a résumé of the entire body of the
Platonic writings. The endeavor has been to omit no significant
ideas and to give with every idea enough of the dramatic setting
and the over- and undertones of feeling to forestall the misun-
derstandings to which abstract analyses and propagandist quo-
tations of Plato are especially liable.

The success of this method others must judge. There are of
course some omissions of detail or of repetition of Platonic com-
monplace, and the paraphrases are not to be treated as con-
strues. But I do not think that I have anywhere appreciably
misrepresented Plato’s intended meanings. In any case the mar-
ginal references make verification easy. With this understand-
ing the text is submitted to the judgment of professional stu-
dents. It can be read continuously, however, by others, and will
be found intelligible without the aid of either Greek or foot-
notes. In order not to interfere with this use of the book, the
notes have been relegated to the end of the volume. Their ob-
ject is, first, to relate the dialogues and all the ideas of Plato to
one another by cross-references that will exhibit what I have
elsewhere called the unity of Plato’s thought, and, second, to
interpret the thought by typical—of course not exhaustive—
parallels and illustrations ancient and modern.

With the aid of the secretaries and research assistants gener-
ously provided by the Rockefeller Foundation I have read and
excerpted nearly all the Platonic literature that has appeared
since the publication of my Uwity of Plato’s Thought some thirty
years ago. The plan of this work does not require or permit me
to refer to all of it, and enforced economy of space has com-
pelled me to omit much of the material that I expected to use.
For notes on the Republic I must refer readers to my translation
of the Republic in the Loeb Series, and for all but the indis-
pensable minimum of notes on the Timaeus to my earlier arti-
cles on the Timaeus and to a future study of science in Plato.

I have also found it necessary to substitute exact references
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vi PREFACE

to page and line for quotations of the Greek text, and to omit
most of the passages which I intended to quote from modern
Platonists. Specialists will perhaps perceive that they have been
present to my mind. I have still quoted or referred to enough
for the purposes of this book, and the bibliographies though not
exhaustive are, I hope, sufficient. For aid in the preparation of
these bibliographies and similar work 1 owe special thanks to
my research assistant, Mr. Procope Costas, and for indispensa-
ble help in preparing the entire volume for the press, to my sec-
retary and research assistant, Miss Stella Lange.

Though the unity and consistency of Plato’s thought can be
appreciated only by those who study his writings as a whole, the
synopsis of any dialogue in this book can be understood without
reference to the others. Readers who wish to learn at once Pla-
to’s real opinions (apart from metaphysics) and get some notion
of the intelligence and practical good sense of this “dreamer”
might turn first to the otherwise less interesting Laws. Hurried
reviewers who are willing to treat the book fairly might read the
synopses of the Republic, the Gorgias, the Phaedo, and two or
three of the minor dialogues. I presume that no questions of
“priority” will arise. If they do, I may refer to the dates and
content of my previous writings about Plato. Inreviewing them
I find little to retract or change, though there are some sen-
tences which, quoted apart from the qualifying context, have
given rise to misapprehension.

Thanks are due to the editors of the Loeb Series for permis-
sion to use my translation of the myth of Er, and to the readers
and compositors of the University of Chicago Press for their
indefatigable co-operation in our Sisyphean endeavor to extir-
pate errors from some twenty thousand references.

PauL SHorEY
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I
THE LIFE OF PLATO

The few certain facts of the life of Plato and the sources of our
knowledge of them have been repeatedly collected. He was
born 429—427 B.c. and died at the age of eighty or eighty-one,
about 348/7 B.c. The ancients celebrated the seventh of Thar-
gelion (May) as his birthday. His father, Ariston, traced his
lineage to Codrus and the early kings of Attica and so to Posei-
don. His mother, Perictione, sister of Charmides, cousin of Cri-
tias, was descended from Dropides, the friend and kinsman of
Solon. Glaucon and Adeimantus, chief speakers with Socrates
in the Republic, were his brothers. Adeimantus was the elder.
The Antiphon of the Parmenides, son of Pyrilampes, was his
half-brother. His name, Plato, is not an uncommon Greek
name. It was variously interpreted as referring to the breadth
of his shoulders, his brow, his style. He received the education
of young Athenians, of aristocratic and well-to-do families.
There was a tradition of his successes as an athlete, and of his
experiments in verse. Before, some say after, meeting Socrates,
he was said to have studied with the Heraclitean Cratylus,
whose name is given to one of the dialogues. He is said to have
become a disciple of Socrates at the age of twenty, some eight
or nine years before Socrates’ death in 399. After the death of
Socrates, he withdrew from Athens to Megara and is supposed
to have traveled with intermissions for the period of some twelve
years. To this period belongs his first Sicilian visit at the court
of the elder Dionysius, and the story that he was sold into sla-
very on the island of Aegina by the Spartan ambassador Pollis,
at the instigation of Dionysius, and ransomed by one Anniceris
of Cyrene. He may or may not have taught at Athens during
these twelve years. But with his return from Sicily, about 386,
is associated his purchase of an estate near the precinct of the
hero Academus, and the establishment there of the school to
which he gave the name Academy. The forty years of resi-

I
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2 WHAT PLATO SAID

dence, teaching, and writing at Athens that followed were inter-
rupted by his two visits to the court of Dionysius the Younger
in Syracuse. Otherwise little is known of these forty years of
his life, except conjectures about the dates of his writings and
a few anecdotes of his relations with contemporaries. His will,
preserved in Diogenes Laertius, provides for his relatives. He
had perhaps previously endowed the Academy, and appointed
his nephew Speusippus as the first head.

A ready writer could fill in the framework thus supplied and
construct a modern novelized biography in three chief ways:
(1) He could enliven his sketch by all the legends and anecdotes
that gathered about Plato’s name in the eight centuries of an-
cient culture after his death. (2) He could expand the life of
Plato as Masson expanded that of Milton, by narrating it “in
connection with the history of his time”” and describing at large
all that Plato must have witnessed, experienced, and felt. (3)
On the supposition that the chronology of Plato’s writings is
determined and that the mainly spurious letters are genuine,
he could attempt to trace the necessary sequence and evolution
of Plato’s thought from his Socratic discipleship and the youth-
ful exuberance of his satires on Periclean society to the logical
aridity of the so-called dialectical dialogues and the disillusion-
ment of the Laws; and he could exercise the sympathetic his-
torical imagination by divining the occasion and the motive of
each one of Plato’s principal works, and the mood or emotional
crisis which it expresses. The biography of Goethe has made the
development of the personality by the life and the contribution
of each item of experience to the shaping of the thought and the
determination of moods an obsession with scholars. They not
only regard this as the first principle of a truly penetrating
criticism, but it is the one thing that chiefly interests them. And
when it is plausibly done, it undoubtedly attracts the general
reading public more than a sober, objective interpretation of
the worl itself. It is admirably done in Wilamowitz' Platon,
which, if we regard it as a historical novel, is deserving of all
praise. But a historical novel it essentially remains. How could
Professor Wilamowitz or anybody else possibly know that the
Phaedrus represents a happy picnic day to celebrate the com-
pletion of the Republic, that Plato never read the extant work of



THE LIFE OF PLATO 3

Thucydides but had read the lost writings of Thrasymachus,
that Plato could never have written the Laws if he had ever
visited Sparta, that the Theaetetus originally contained no dra-
matic Introduction, that Plato lectured without manuscript,
that Eudoxus was rector of the Academy in Plato’s absence,
that Plato began to write a dialogue entitled Thrasymachus but
threw it aside and wrote the Gorgias instead and later re-wrote
the unfinished Thrasymachus as the first book of the Republic,
that Plato brought home from his travels the plan to found a
school, that the Laches, Charmides, Euthyphro, and an omitted
dialogue on justice were written solely to exhibit Socrates as a
type of the cardinal virtues and have no philosophical signifi-
cance. Divinatory biographers affirm or suggest scores of propo-
sitions more fanciful than these, for which there is no evidence,
except the feeling of their authors that they are plausible. As
Campbell judiciously observes, “The less known cannot throw
light on the more known: and Plato’s thoughts are better
known to us than the particular incidents of Athenian life which
gave occasion to them.”

Plato presumably received the normal education of every
young Athenian of good family—what he himself characterizes
as the education in music and gymnastics established and justi-
fied by a long experience. There can be no better description
of this education than the one that Plato puts in the mouth of
Protagoras, and which in Jowett’s version is copied in all his-
tories of education. They send the child to teachers and enjoin
upon them to see to his manners even more than to his reading
and music . . . . and when the boy has learned his letters . . . .
they put into his hands the works of great poets which he reads
sitting on a bench at school; in these are contained many admo-
nitions and many tales and laudations and encomia and praises
of famous men which he is required to learn by heart in order
that he may desire to be like them. Then again, the teachers of
thelyre . . . . make their harmonies and rhythms quite familiar
to the children’s souls in order that they may be more gentle
and harmonious . . . . for the life of man in every part has
need of harmony and rhythm. . ... Then they send them to
the master of gymnastics in order that they may not be com-

But cf. Berlin
on. Kom,,
col. 3

Rep. 376 E

Prot. 325 C-326 E

Cf. Laws 811 A



4 WHAT PLATO SAID

pelled through bodily weakness to play the coward in war or
on any other occasion.
We must not forget, however, that the Athens of Pericles and
Thueyd. 1L 41 Aristophanes was itself a liberal education, as Thucydides
makes Pericles say, though in a slightly different sense. The
vivid, if somewhat florid and fervent, rhetoric of Macaulay may
here take the place of a superfluous elaboration of the obvious:
Books, however, were the least part of the education of an Athenian citizen.
Let us, for a moment, transport ourselves, in thought, to that glorious city.
Let us imagine that we are entering its gates, in the time of its power and
glory. A crowd is assembled round a portico. All are gazing with delight at
the entablature; for Phidias is putting up the frieze. We turn into another
street; a rhapsodist is reciting there: men, women, children are thronging
Cf. infra, p. o7 round him: the tears are running down their cheeks: their eyes are fixed:
their very breath is still; for he is telling how Priam fell at the feet of Achilles,
and kissed those hands,—the terrible,—the murderous,—which had slain so
many of his sons. We enter the public place; there is a ring of youths, all
leaning forward, with sparkling eyes, and gestures of expectation. Socrates is
pitted against the famous atheist from Ionia, and has just brought him to a
contradiction in terms. But we areinterrupted. The herald is crying—“Room
for the Prytanes.” The general assembly is to meet. The people are swarming
in on every side. Proclamation is made—"who wishes to speak.” There is a
shout and a clapping of hands; Pericles is mounting the stand. Then for a
play of Sophocles; and away to sup with Aspasia. I know of no modern uni-
versity which has so excellent a system of education.

A sterner and more disillusionizing education was supplied by

the experiences of war and revolution. Born in the earlier years

Loeb, Rep. L oo of the Peloponnesian War, the thirty-year life-and-death strug-
gle between the Athenian Empire and the Spartan alliance, Plato

was a boy of six or seven at the time of the truce of 421, hope-

fully styled the “Peace of Nicias,” and he was old enough to

begin to take intelligent notice when after six or seven years of

intrigues and tortuous diplomacy the conflict was reopened by

as-ar3B.c. the consequences of the disastrous adventure of the Sicilian Ex-
pedition. He witnessed the dismay of Athens and heard the

comments of his relatives when in 413 the news arrived of the

bucrd, VI.32 defeat and destruction of the magnificent Armada, whose spec-
tacular embarkation at the Peiraeus he may have seen two years

before. He shared the discomforts and distress caused by the

virtual state of siege to which the Spartan occupation of the

thirteen miles’ distant fortress of Deceleia subjected the city in
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the next few years. In 410 or 409 he attained the age of military
service and may have entered as an ephebus the cavalry which
guarded the immediate environment against Spartan raids.
He may have fought in an undetermined battle of Megara, in
which, in the Republic, he says that his brothers, Glaucon and
Adeimantus, distinguished themselves. He may have served in
the fleet at the battle of Arginusae, where the Athenian victory
was marred by the failure to recover the bodies of the dead in
the storm that followed. He probably was a witness of the
scene in the Assembly when Socrates as president, as he ironi-
cally puts it in the Gorgias, “‘did not know how to put to vote”
the unjust motion to condemn the negligent generals by one
sweeping decree without allowing them the separate trials that
the law prescribed. He shared the alternations of hope and fear
in the next few years. He perhaps heard the wail of despair that
ran up from the Peiraeus through the long walls to the city when
the swift ship of state, sole survivor of the disaster of Aegospo-
tami, arrived with the news that the Spartan fleet might be ex-
pected any day. He endured the intolerable humiliation of the
destruction of the long walls to the music of Lacedaemonian
flutes, and the Spartan occupation. He had probably overheard,
as a boy of sixteen, some of the discussions that prepared the
way for the short-lived conservative revolution of 411. And as
a youth of twenty-three he was doubtless invited to share the
counsels of his uncle, Charmides, and his mother’s cousin, Cri-
tias, and of the sincere conservatives or unscrupulous oligarchs
who were planning with Spartan aid to restore the good old
constitution of the fathers and do away with the “acknowledged
folly of democracy’” once for all. He had ample opportunity to
observe the actual conduct of these reformers, the so-called
Thirty, when they were once established in power, and may
well have felt what the author of the seventh epistle makes him
say, that their executions, confiscations, and arbitrary decrees
made the mistakes and the follies of the democracy seem like
(an age of) “gold.” He probably had personalknowledge of many
of the cases of bribery, confiscation, and judicial murder pre-
served for us in the orations of Lysias. He must have known all
about Socrates’ refusal to obey the command of the Thirty to
take part in the unjust seizure of Leon of Salamis, and what

Rep. 368 A

406 B.C.

Gorg. 473 E-474 A
On Apol. 32 B

Xen. Hellen. II,
2.3

404 B.C.

Thucyd. VI. 89. 6

Ep. VII. 324 D 7

On Apol. 32C
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On Gorg. 461 C

Shorey, TAPA,
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6 WHAT PLATO SAID

would have been its consequences if the government of the
Thirty had not fallen. He observed with approval the abstention
from reprisals of the restored democracy and its proverbial
“mildness,” though in the Republic he satirizes that democratic
catchword. But the restored democracy condemned Socrates to
drink the hemlock on a trumped-up charge of atheism and
corruption of youth. Plato may not at this early date have ex-
plicitly said, as he did in the Repudlic, that all existing states are
hopelessly corrupt, that the good man, unable to combat and
unwilling to share the iniquities of practical politics, can only
take refuge from the storm in the shelter of a wall, and that the
only hope for the salvation of society is that philosophers should
become rulers or rulers philosophers. But these essential con-
victions must have been taking shape in his mind, and the
author of the seventh epistle, whether the aged Plato or another,
not inaptly puts their formulation into his mouth many years
before the probable date of the Republic.

To complete this conjectural record we may add that he is
said to have served in the Corinthian War, and may have fought
in that earlier battle of Corinth in which it was formerly sup-
posed that the mathematician Theaetetus, in whose honor the
dialogue that bears his name was written, was dangerously
wounded.

To return to the impressions of his youth, he may or may
not have taken note at the time of the cynical argument by
which Thucydides says that the Athenian generals justified the
shameless imperialism of the unprovoked attack upon the little
Dorian island of Melos. But the record of their speeches in
Thucydides, which he doubtless read when it was published,
would remain and blend with all his memories of cynical, war,
post-war, and revolutionary ethics; and the concise, pregnant,
definitive formulation by the hard-headed historian of the creed
of “real politics” and ethical nihilism was probably one of the
chief causes of Plato’s lifelong preoccupation with the problem
which the persistent propaganda of this creed presented to his
age as it has to our own.

This feeling was doubtless intensified by the career of the
brilliant, versatile, fascinating, unscrupulous Alcibiades, whom
he must have known and who, during Plato’s most impression-
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able years, was the most conspicuous figure in Athenian politics
and life, and whose character was a topic of debate in the litera-
ture of the first half of the fourth century. Plato’s personal
feeling toward him, as toward Aristophanes, was perhaps di-
vided between moral disapproval and instinctive sympathy for
the social equal and the congenial intelligence. In spite of the
caricature of Socrates in the Clouds, and the calumnies which
the supposed discipleship of Alcibiades drew down upon him,
both Alcibiades and Aristophanes are portrayed as his familiar
friends in the Symposium, and the intoxicated Alcibiades there
pronounces upon him an encomium which is Plato’s most mem-
orable expression of his own admiration and love.

The mature Plato was obviously, apart from his philosophy
and mathematics, a scholar in Emerson’s and Pater’s sense of
the word. He had read the books of his contemporaries and
predecessors and had assimilated all the culture of his time.
We do not know precisely when and how the young Plato sup-
plemented by this wider reading the normal education of a
Greek boy in gymnastics, music, and the memorizing of Homer
and the lyric poets. And we can only conjecture how much of
the knowledge which his riper writings exhibit he brought to his
conferences with Socrates and to his first experiments in the
writing of dialogues. But we may presume that in alertness of
mind and keenness of curiosity he did not fall short of a Lysis,
a Charmides, a Menexenus, a Theaetetus. And it is quite idle to
dogmatize that he could not have read this or that book or
treatise until his attention was called to it by Archytas in South-
ern Italy, or he discovered it at the court of Dionysius in Sicily.

Plato’s acquaintance with classical Greek literature needs no
proof. He quotes it more freely and aptly than any other Greek
author except perhaps such late writers of bookish “reminis-
cent” Greek as Plutarch and Lucian. Plato’s art of quotation
will be considered in a subsequent study of his style. Here we
need only take note of the chief external facts. They are not
quite completely but sufficiently recorded in the indexes of
Fabricius, Hermann, Jowett, Apelt, and in the article of Howes
in the sixth volume of “Harvard Studies.” Plato quotes or al-
ludes to Homer, if we include some latent quotations, about one

Symp. 215 A-
222 B

Cf. infra, p. 19
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8 WHAT PLATO SAID

hundred and twenty times. To Hesiod some twelve times. To
Theognis twice. To Simonides twice. To Pindar and Aeschylus
about eleven times each. To Sophocles once or twice. To Eurip-
ides eleven or twelve times. To Aristophanes explicitly twice.

Of the older Greek lyrists he mentions but does not quote
Sappho and Anacreon. He quotes Ibycus and Cydias and like-
wise Tyrtaeus, Solon, and Archilochus.

He does not explicitly name Herodotus and Thucydides,
whom he had certainly read. The extent of his readings in the
pre-Socratics and the Sophists will be considered infra and more
fully elsewhere.

It is doubtful whether his references to Orphic and Pytha-
gorean literature can be traced to particular poems and trea-
tises, and the entire subject must be discussed elsewhere in con-
nection with Plato’s alleged mysticism and superstition.

His reading in the Greek medical writers may also be re-
served for a more special discussion of his acquaintance with
contemporary and earlier science. Some minor authors are men-
tioned without explicit quotations from their works. Every
well-read student of Greek literature will observe or divine some
latent quotations or allusions, and there must be many more
which in the loss of so much literature we cannot detect. The
number of explicit quotations is no index of the extent of a
writer’s influence upon Plato. Epicharmus and Sophron, ac-
cording to tradition and in the opinion of many modern schol-
ars, were Plato’s models in mime and satire, and the relations
and analogies between Plzto and the in many respects kindred
genius of Aristophanes would fill a monograph.

Emerson somewhere says that next to the author of a good
thing is he who first quotes it. Much of the quotation through-
out literature is secondhand. Montaigne, Burton, and Cud-
worth have been storehouses of quotations for many generations
of French and English writers. Plato’s quotations were re-
peated by Aristotle, Cicero, Philo, Plutarch, the later Greek
rhetoricians of the so-called new Sophistik, and the Christian
Fathers to an extent that only a series of special monographs
could verify.

The influence of the writers quoted on Plato’s own thought
and expression may be divined, but it is not easily described or
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formulated in a few sentences. As we have said, it is not propor-
tionate to the number of explicit quotations. The most obvious
impression that Plato would get from the five hundred years of
precedent Greek poetry, and that his reading of Herodotus
would confirm, would be a feeling of background, a sense of lit-
erary and historic tradition and of the changes and vicissitudes
of human life in the long climb out of barbarism into civiliza-
tion. He is well acquainted with the familiar modern topic of
the relativity of law and the mores and he has several shrewd
observations that would now be classified under the sciences of
anthropology and archaeology. He remarks on the differences
between the Ionian life depicted in Homer and that of the
Dorians of his own day. There was no fixed Mosaic chronolo-
gy to check his imagination from ranging at will in the dark
backward and abysm of the unknown pre-Homeric ages. He
was, it is true, neither a critical historian nor an archaeologist
nor a geologlst. But for the purposes of philosophy, ethics, and
criticism of life, he had a sufficient conception of the transforma-
tions of Greek civilization in the course of its history, of the in-
finite past of the human race before Greek civilization took
shape, of geologic changes that altered the face of Attica, of the
possible contributions of Egypt and the Orient to the culture of
the Greeks, of lost and forgotten civilizations, of the endless di-
versity of human customs, tastes, opinions, and institutions, of
the cataclysms and cycles of change involving corresponding
changes in the lot of humanity.

These and similar ideas are most explicit in the T7maeus, the
Laws, and the Politicus, but there are sufficient indications of
them in the myth attributed to Protagoras in the dialogue so
named to justify the assumption that they were always present
to Plato’s thought. He could, as we have said, have confirmed
them by his reading of Herodotus, and, it has been conjectured,
of lost treatises of the Sophists on which Herodotus and Euripi-
des may have drawn.

In the second place, the Greek poets and dramatists were a
vast storehouse of what Matthew Arnold set the fashion of call-
ing “poetic criticism of life,” which includes not only the indirect
criticism of their portrayal of action and character, but the di-
rect criticism of their “sentences” and their explicit moralizing.

Laws 680 C

Laws 676 AB

Crit. 112

Infra, p. 124
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10 WHAT PLATO SAID

The four poetic prophets of the religion of the imaginative rea-
son—Pindar, Simonides, Aeschylus, and Sophocles—had an-
ticipated in some sort the mediation of Matthew Arnold be-
tween superstition or fundamentalism and blatant dogmatic
irreligion. Their religious and ethical ideas have been discussed
in all histories of Greek ethics and religion and in the chapters
introductory to Plato in the Histories of Greek philosophy of
Zeller and others.

Succeeding these, Euripides and Aristophanes, whom Plato
knew intimately, had made footballs of all ideas with the agility
of a Shaw and the omniscience of a Wells. As our notes and
subsequent studies will show in greater detail, there are, apart
from metaphysical epistemology, few ideas in Plato of which he
could not have found at least the suggestion in Herodotus,
Pindar, the Attic drama, Thucydides, the Presocratics, and the
Sophists. Plato 1s mﬁnltely suggestive; his writings teem with
ideas. But it is not the number of his ideas but his way of deal-
ing with ideas that marks him as the world’s first and greatest
real philosopher. There was no lack of ideas in the society into
which Plato was born. The very air, as Pater says, was sickly
with cast-off speculative atoms. He must have been early ac-
quainted with Anaxagoras, who had been a conspicuous figure
at Athens in the previous generation and whose doctrines Soc-
rates in the Apology says can be bought from the orchestra for a
drachma at the most, and one of whose books, according to a
well-known passage of the Phaedo, was read aloud in Socrates’
hearing in his youth. It would be a plausible assumption that
he went on from Anaxagoras to Empedocles, Parmenides, and
other Presocratics. He is said to have studied Heraclitus under
Cratylus. The boy Lysis admits that he has met in writers
about nature the great principle that like is friendly to like, and
it is not probable that the boy Plato had less intellectual curi-
osity. Nearly all the Presocratics are discussed, mentioned, or
alluded to somewhere in Plato’s writings. The conjectural re-
construction of the systems of these thinkers occupies in recent
literature a space disproportionate to our real knowledge of
them. It is enough for our present purpose to note that Plato
could find in them more than the germ of many ideas which are
supposed to be distinctively modern. He would find in nearly
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all of them the general conception of the reduction of this varied
world to unity or to a few interchangeable elements. He would
find not of course his own explicit antithesis between material-
ism and spiritualism, but the provocation and stimulus of it in
a steadily progressive tendency to conceive true science as the
mechanistic explanation of all things and the negation of all
divine intervention. He would find also a conception of cycles
of change, growth, and decay not differing appreciably for any
practical purpose from Herbert Spencer’s cycles of evolution
and dissolution, or the fancy of the most recent popularizer of
the new physics that the disintegration and resolution of matter
into heat may save the universe from the death by “entropy”
with which nineteenth-century physics threatened it. And he
would find in Anaximander, whom he does not mention, and
others a more or less serious poetic and allegorical interpretation
of such philosophies in the fancy that individual existence is an
injustice for which the individual must pay the penalty by re-
absorption into the infinite and indeterminate. An idea which
again for practical purposes does not differ appreciably from the
reflections in Tennyson’s ancient sage:

For all that laugh, and all that weep
And all that breathe, are one

Slight ripple on the boundless deep
That moves, and all is gone.

More specifically he would discover in Anaximander, Emped-
ocles, and others, not of course the modern scientific doctrine of
biological evolution, but its virtual equivalent for philosophical
purposes, the hypothesis that life was somehow a spontaneous
growth and that nature tried many experiments of which only
the fitting survived, that the higher forms of life may have been
outgrowths of the lower, that the prolonged infancy of man was
a cause of the constitution of the family and so of the develop-
ment of civilization; that the surface of the earth had been sub-
ject to vast changes in the long course of time. Empedocles, An-
axagoras, and the atomists, Leucippus, and Plato’s own contem-
porary, Democritus, would familiarize his mind with hypotheses
about the ultimate constitution of matter which though not
based on the mathematics that support and complicate similar
speculations today produce substantially the same impression

Infra, pp. 345-46
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on the lay mind even of a philosopher. From Heraclitus and the
Eleatics he would derive the antithesis so vividly described by
Pater, and that pervades his own philosophy, between the ex-
perience of incessant change and the intellectual and moral ne-
cessity of the assumption of stability. In Heraclitus he would
find the suggestion and the poetical or epigrammatic formula-
tion of such extremely modern ideas as universal mutability,
universal relativity, and yet a reign of law or reason somehow
operating in and controlling the eternal process. In the Eleatics
he would find the beginnings of that dialectic of being and not-
being, the one and the many, the like and the unlike, which he
himself in jest or in earnest was to push to the limit in anticipa-
tion of all verbal metaphysics from the neo-Platonists to the
Scholastics and from the Schoolmen to Hegel and his successors.
In Anaxagoras and Anaximenes he found to him unsatisfactory
but suggestive hints of the possibility that mind in some sense
of the word developed order out of chaos and introduced pur-
pose into the cosmos. This bare and rapid enumeration is
enough for our present purpose of illustrating possible sources
of Plato’s thought. His own matured attitude toward these
predecessors and the precise relation of his more analytic
thought to their conjectures and fancies will be discussed else-
where in a series of more special studies.

The so-called Sophists are prominent in the dialogues of Plato
as they were in the Athens of his youth and of the generation
that immediately preceded his. If the youthful Theaetetus is
represented as saying that he had “often read” Protagoras’ dic-
tum that man is the measure of all things, there is no reason for
doubting that Plato at twenty had read or had heard of and
intended to read that and other published lectures and essays of
the Sophists now lost or known to us only in the overingenious
endeavorsofscholars to reconstruct them as the common sources
of Plato and Euripides. The Sophists, like the pre-Socratics,
have been written about to excess. The word “Sophist” in casu-
al Athenian usage would have included Pythagoras, Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle. It meant learned man, professor, high-
brow, “wise guy,” and was complimentary or disparaging ac-
cording to the taste and culture or purpose of the speaker. In
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Plato’s Meno, Socrates in speaking to be understood by an un-
educated slave calls geometers “Sophists.” The youth Hippoc-
rates, who in the Profagoras knocks Socrates up at early dawn
to hear the great Sophist Protagoras who has come to Athens,
thinks that Sophist means, as its etymology implies, one who
knows wise things. In the more technical meaning Sophist des-
ignates a group—they could hardly be called a school—of men
who from the middle of the fifth century undertook to supply
the need of a developing civilization for some form of higher
education to supplement the traditional education of Athenian
youth in gymnastics and music. The chief Sophists directly por-
trayed in Plato are Protagoras, who first assumed the designa-
tion, who is the chief interlocutor of Socrates in the dialogue
that bears his name and whose theories are discussed in the
Theaetetus; Gorgias, prominent in the dialogue of that name,
and referred to elsewhere; Hippias; and Prodicus.

They are represented as humanizers of knowledge, itinerant
university extension professors without a university base. Pro-
tagoras taught the correct use of language and the art of dealing
with practical affairs personal and political. Gorgias taught the
art of persuasive speech and polyphonic prose, set off with the
ornaments of a new rhetoric of jingle and antithesis and the so-
called Gorgian figures. Prodicus taught many things, but spe-
cialized on the choice of words and the nice discrimination of
synonyms. Hippias, as satirized by Plato, professes omniscience
and teaches the elements of the sciences, the art of memory, and
other things. To the man in the street Isocrates, who founded a
school about 390, was a Sophist who taught the art of rhetoric
combined with the discussion of the larger political questions of
the day. Plato, who founded his Academy about 386 (?), was
a Sophist who emphasized dialectic or argument rather than
rhetoric and who insisted on a preparatory study of geometry.
Plato and Isocrates distinguished themselves from the Sophists
by their stability as heads of established schools, by the com-
parative modesty of their pretensions, by the continuity and
systematic character of their teaching, and somewhat unfairly
by the fact that they did not take pay so openly and ostenta-
tiously as the itinerant Sophists did. Isocrates boasted that his
pupils were recognizably stamped with a common discipline and
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