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Plato and the Early Academy 
 
Plato is Socrates’ most famous student. After Socrates’s death (from which he 
stayed away), Plato travelled around the Mediterranean, meeting Pythagorean 
philosophers amongst others. When he returned to Athens in about 388, he 
bought ‘the little garden in the academy’ (Diogenes, Lives III 20), and set up a 
school. In 347, the year Plato died, there were about twenty students at the 
Academy, including two women (op. cit. III 46). As Plato leave no dogmatic 
canon, the Academy after him undergoes several changes: for instance, a later 
‘scholarch’ (Arcesilaus) introduces a sceptical turn. Like other philosophy 
schools in Athens, the Academy was abandoned in 88 BCE. (The Roman 
general Sulla then laid siege to the city.) Although Platonist philosophers 
returned to Athens (so began ‘Neoplatonism’), they taught not in the Academy; 
but eventually the emperor Justinian closed the school in 529 CE, probably for 
political reasons. Nonetheless, it is fair to say that the Academy ran for more 
than 900 years. (The asterisks in the extracts indicate where to begin or end 
your reading.) 
 
From the Republic (probable dramatic date: 421 BCE) 
 
We find Socrates in the middle of the Republic, talking with Glaucon and 
Adeimantus, who are Plato’s (real) brothers. Leading up to our passage, they 
discuss the nature of ‘Callipolis’, the good city state, and now they return to 
justice—a topic they had debated at the start of the dialogue with 
Thrasymachus (who defends a view very much like Callicles in the Gorgias 
passage we read last week). 
 
1. Devise a table that links the four virtues (at 427e) with the classes of the 

ideal state, i.e. the guardians (rulers), the auxiliaries (soldiers), and the 
producers. (427d–434c; see the map below) 

2. How is self-discipline characterised? (430d–432a) 
3. What is the parallel between the classes in society and the soul? (435b–c) 
4. How does Socrates motivate comparing city and individual? (434d–436a) 
5.* Socrates grounds the partition of the soul in something like an opposition 

principle. What is this and how do the associated examples work? (436b–
437d; cf. 439b) 

6. What characterizes the just (or moral) individual? (441c–445c) 
 
From the Phaedo (dramatic date: 399 BCE) 
 
In the Phaedo, Phaedo reports the final hours of Socrates, who is the ‘he’ in the 
passage. 
 
7. How does Socrates characterize philosophers at 63e–64b (see also 67d–e)? 
8.* In what sense is the body an impediment? (66a) 
9.* Overlooking both passages, what do you think is Plato’s view of goodness? 



 

 
 

This work is licensed by the University of Oxford under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 UK: England & Wales Licence  

Background Information. (a) The Republic is 
Plato’s longest work. Its official theme is the 
nature of the ideal state, but a dominant 
undercurrent is the good life. The Phaedo 
reports the last hours of Socrates’s life and 
his death. He recounts the final discussions, 
which revolve around death and the nature 
of the soul. (b) For orientation about the city–soul analogy, see the table to the 
right. (c) The four virtues are: sophia (σοφία), which relates to the virtues of the 
mind or of reason, such as intelligence or understanding; andreia (ἀνδρεία), 
which means to have guts and spirit; but is closely associated with being a man 
(andros), thus ‘manliness’ would be a literal translation; sōphrosune 
(σωφροσύνη), which is often also translated as temperance, prudence, or 
moderation, because the Greek term means ‘good sense’, which links to being 
level-headed or composed; and dikaiosune (δικαιοσύνῃ). (d) At 435c, Socrates 
talks of features of the mind. The Greek εἴδη (eidē, sing. eidos) can also mean 
constituent or element. It is associated with idea or form, which is a central 
notion in Plato’s philosophy. In Phaedo 65d, there is a thing that is ‘justice itself’ 

or the Just. This is the form of justice, 
which is not an object of sensory 
experience, but of the pure intellect. The 
main philosophical function of forms/ideas 
is to explain qualitative sameness: two 
white cups are the same with regard to 
their whiteness; whiteness is what they 
share, or have in common. (e) The three 
parts of the soul (439d–e, 441a): reason 
(λογιστικὸν, logistikon), spirit (θυμοειδές, 
thymoeides), and desire or appetite 
(ἐπιθυμητικον, epithumētikon). (f) The 
passage at 444e says that excellence or 
virtue (ἀρετὴ) is literally a state of mental 
or psychic health (ὑγίειά ψυχῆς)—the 
Greek word for health is hugieia, which 
lives on as our ‘hygiene’. (g) When taking 
up the discussion about the rewards of of 
justice at the end of Book IV, Socrates is 
about to associate types of virtue to 
different types of political systems. But he 
only returns to this matter in Book VIII 
(543ff.), after a long detour. (h) At the end 

of the Phaedo Socrates drinks the hemlock that will kill him. Phaedo says, ‘And 
that, Echecrates, was the and of our companion, a man who, among those of his 
time we knew, was the best, the wisest too, and the most just’ (118a).1 

                                                   
1  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Conium_maculatum_Sturm12038.jpg 

Virtues City Soul 

wisdom 428b–429a 442c 

courage 429a–430c 442b-c 

self-discipline 430d–432b 442c–d 

justice 432b–434c 441d–442a, 442d 


