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This portrait of Plato was created by Spanish artist 
Pedro Berruguete in about 1477. The clothing 
reflects what was worn during Berruguete’s era 
rather than what Plato would actually have worn.
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A Life-Changing  
Meeting

In about 409 BCE (Before the Common Era), a 
momentous meeting took place in Athens, 
Greece. A young Athenian man named Plato* 
met the philosopher and teacher Socrates.

Socrates was well-known in Athens because 
he had an unusual way of teaching, known as the 
Socratic Method. It consisted of asking a series 
of questions and carefully thinking about the 
answers. Socrates found that this method worked 
better than giving lectures or having his students 
read books. It helped them approach the truth 
about deeper philosophical questions. By 
carefully examining their answers, Socrates could 
help them understand ideas and how they 
applied in their own lives.

However, Socrates’ ideas and methods did 
not always make him popular with the citizens 
of Athens. He described himself as a gadfly, an 
annoying insect that stings horses and other 
livestock. As philosophy professor Roslyn Weiss 
points out, “Socrates, as gadfly, awakens his city 
by admonishing the Athenian people privately 
and one at a time for caring about money, 



6

CHAPTER 1
reputation, and honor rather than about prudence, truth, and the 
best state of their souls.”1 Many Athenians resented those 
admonishments.

Plato—who probably would have been in his late teens at the 
time of their meeting—decided that Socrates would be his teacher. 
Socrates taught Plato the basic elements of philosophy. He also 

French artist Jacques-Louis David painted The Death of Socrates 
in 1787. Socrates reaches out with his right hand to grasp the 
cup of poisonous hemlock he must drink. Yet even with death 
only moments away, he continues to provide learning and 
inspiration to the men who crowd around him.
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helped Plato become interested in the idea of what makes human 
beings good and virtuous. Socrates wanted to understand how they 
could achieve a noble character.

Unfortunately, Plato would have to witness the trial and execution 
of Socrates in 399. A new democratic government in Athens charged 
Socrates with corrupting the city’s young people. They also accused 
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him of rebelling against the gods whom the Greeks believed 
controlled every element of life. It didn’t help that Socrates had 
criticized the new democracy and sometimes made its leaders look 
foolish.

During his trial, Socrates said that he would not change his ways. 
That statement sealed his fate. He was convicted and sentenced to 
death. Before the sentence could be carried out, Socrates had a 
chance to escape from prison and avoid punishment. But he refused. 
Under Athenian law, he had to drink a cup of poisonous hemlock. 
He died in his jail cell.

Dealing with Socrates’ death was very difficult for Plato. Socrates 
had shaped Plato’s thinking and taught him about philosophy.

Losing Socrates wasn’t the only source of difficulty for Plato. He 
lived at a time when Athens and many of the other city-states of 
Greece had been weakened as a result of the Peloponnesian War.

Plato was born and grew up in this at-
mosphere. His experiences with politics, 
the death of Socrates, and his own ideas 
about what makes people noble and vir-
tuous would be influenced as a result of 
Athens’ struggles. In turn, many of his 
ideas would affect the way that the mod-
ern world thinks. More than 450 years 
after Plato’s death, the Greek biographer 

Plutarch would say of him, “Plato is 
philosophy and philosophy is 
Plato.”2

So who is this man whose words 
and thoughts would have such a 
lasting impact?

Bust of Plutarch
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The Peloponnesian War
The Peloponnesian War took 
place from 431 to 404 BCE. 
Athens and Sparta, the two 
most powerful city-states in 
ancient Greece, were the 
primary combatants. Nearly 
every other Greek city-state 
was loyal to either Athens 
or Sparta, so the war in-
volved almost the entire 
Greek world.

When the conflict began, 
many of the people who 
lived in the countryside 
around Athens fled to the 
city for safety. There was not 
enough food, water, or hous-
ing for them all. Even worse, 
a horrific plague broke out 
in 430. Thousands of people 
died from the sickness. Many 
more were killed in battles 
during the following years.

Athens suffered a catastrophe in 413 BCE. An Athenian invasion of 
Syracuse on the island of Sicily that began two years earlier ended in 
the loss of the entire force. Thousands of men were killed. The 
survivors were forced into conditions of brutal slavery in which nearly 
all died.

Somehow Athens continued the struggle for nearly a decade, 
before finally surrendering. Athens would never again be as strong nor 
the center of culture and learning it had been.
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