


Plato’s Early Life
There is some debate as to whether Plato was actually the philosopher’s given name
or a nickname that was generally accepted. It has been suggested by some, includ-
ing Planeaux, that Plato’s real name was Aristocles and that Plato was a nickname
that loosely translates to “the broad.” It isn’t known whether broad refers to the width
of his shoulders, the size of his forehead, or a description of his personality. Regard-
less, the name Plato seems to have stuck, at least with modern scholars.

A Silver Spoon
Most scholars believe that Plato was born in the year 427 B.C.E. in Athens, the third
child of Ariston and Perictone. He had two older brothers and a younger sister. The
family was one of the more wealthy in the Greek city-state of Athens, which had
been democratically organized for just over 80 years when Plato was born. A city-
state was a political organization in ancient Greece that tended to be geographically
small areas dominated by a central metropolitan organization.

Some of the more legend-minded biographers and peers of Plato maintained
that Plato descended from a long line of rulers that included Codrus, the last king
of Athens. Whether this is true is a matter of debate. But it is generally well estab-
lished that Plato’s family was politically strong and active in Athenian society. In
Plato’s later years, these political connections would dramatically affect his life.

What influence Plato’s father might have had on his third-born will unfortu-
nately never be known, as Ariston died when Plato was very young. In keeping with
Athenian tradition, which held that a woman could not head a household, Plato’s
mother soon remarried. From his mother’s second marriage, Plato would get a 
half-brother.

Not much is known about Plato’s early years. Like most Greek men of his time,
he would have likely received the best education his family could afford. Given the
political background of his family, he was very likely groomed for a life of politics
and leadership.

Many biographers have pointed to evidence that Plato was skilled in the physi-
cal arts as well as the mental ones. Gifted with a strong body and athletic prowess,
Plato won many wrestling contests, a sport that was among the most popular in
Greece at the time. That he was so healthy and skilled in athletics is a testament to
his family’s financial status.

Although Plato’s family was prosperous in Athens, they did not particularly enjoy
the leadership under which they lived. Being wealthy and tracing (if somewhat
ambiguously) their lineage back to ruling nobles, families like Plato’s grew
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increasingly discontent under the democratic rule of law. Apparently, what pros-
perity they had was not enough, and families like Plato’s missed the past, when their
families ruled over everything instead of just participating in government with other,
less-noble people as equals. This attitude left quite an impression on the young Plato,
whose political leanings would always remain opposed to the concept of democracy.

A Time of War
Just before the birth of Plato, Athens found itself embroiled in the midst of a rather
bothersome war. If this description sounds nonchalant, it reflects the initial attitude
the Athenians had toward the war and their enemy, the city-state of Sparta. The war
between Athens and Sparta would have a profound impact on Plato’s life.

Athens and Sparta had long been at odds with each other. The problem wasn’t
just that the city-states differed in their approaches, but that each city-state thought
its methods would be best to rule over all of mainland Greece. Athens preferred a
democratic approach to self-governance, while Sparta opted for a militaristic tyranny
to rule itself. Although Sparta’s expansionist army was generally greater than that of
Athens, Sparta had been soundly beaten by Athens’s massive navy and forced to sign
a 30-year armistice.

Chafing under the enforced peace, Sparta, a very militaristic society, began to
build up its armies for another try at Athens. In 431 B.C.E., four years before the
birth of Plato, Sparta found its excuse in a small border skirmish and quickly set
upon Athens with its large army. Athens resignedly set itself up for another con-
frontation with Sparta. Even though Sparta’s army outnumbered Athens two to one,
Athens had its own secret weapon: a very large navy, which Athens quickly used to
bypass the land-based Spartans and attack Sparta directly.

Though each side felt that it would soon gain the upper hand, a stalemate arose
between the two warring sides, as neither Athens nor Sparta could get a clear victory.
Ultimately, the two city-states agreed to another armistice: the 50-year Peace of Nicias.
Nicias was the ruling general of the Athenian forces at the time he helped craft this
peace agreement, which basically allowed both sides to go home with nothing lost
and nothing gained. He is described by his peers as a cautious and patient general,
but he had rivals in the Athenian government who would soon cause him more
trouble than Sparta ever did.

One of Nicias’s rivals was Alcibiades, a very talented politician and orator. In 415
B.C.E., when Plato was 12 years old, Alcibiades whipped the Athenian Assembly, the
ruling body of Athens, into an expansionist frenzy and convinced the leaders to send
the army and navy to conquer the Greek city-states on the island of Sicily. Such a
victory would have brought much wealth and power to the Athenian Empire had
the plan worked.
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Unfortunately, the army, still led by Nicias, was completely defeated, and half of
the once-powerful Athenian navy was burned and sunk in the Syracuse harbor in
413 B.C.E. To make matters worse, Sparta took notice of the outcome. Worse still,
the Persians, whom Athens also trounced in the first half of the fifth century B.C.E.,
decided to use the opportunity to take revenge on Athens.

Athens was attacked by two powerful and allied opponents: Sparta and Persia.
With its military forces severely depleted, Athens fought a very good fight, fending
off its allied enemies for a few years. But in 405 B.C.E., the remainder of the Athen-
ian navy was defeated, which left the city-state up for grabs. One year later, Athens
surrendered completely to Sparta.

For its part, Sparta did what most conquering powers would have done at that
time: It tore down the walls of Athens, forbade Athens from ever having a navy
again, and put its own puppet government in place, a group of 30 Athenians who
would become known as the Thirty Tyrants. Among the Thirty Tyrants were Plato’s
uncle and great-uncle, who soon invited the 23-year-old Plato to participate in the
new ruling government of the now-conquered Athens, an invitation he declined.

The Influence of Socrates
Determining how much influence Socrates the teacher had on Plato the student is
difficult, particularly because most of the biographical knowledge we have about
Socrates comes from Plato himself. This is mainly due to one very important dif-
ference in the approaches of Plato and Socrates: Plato typically wrote his important
thoughts down, while Socrates thought writing a waste of time and instead followed
a more oral tradition. It is important to recognize that without the diligence of Plato,
the thoughts and teachings of Socrates would be forever lost.

Meeting Socrates
Exactly when Plato first met Socrates is a matter of conjecture by many historians.
Most traditional views place their first meeting fairly early in Plato’s life, when he was
20. Although this is certainly when Plato became Socrates’s student, other histori-
ans have speculated that the pupil actually met his future teacher quite a bit earlier.
This earlier meeting was likely to have occurred when Plato was a boy, as he
was being groomed for the family “business” of Athenian politics. Socrates was a
close associate of Plato’s family, including his mother’s brother Charmides and his
mother’s uncle Critas. Although Charmides and Critas participated in the Athenian
democracy, they did so begrudgingly; they still longed for the earlier days when their
family was one of the ruling families of Athens. Socrates, who was at best apathetic
about the concept of democracy, provided philosophical fuel to Plato’s kinsmen in
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