Chapter Two

Plato and the Age of Pericles

Radical doubt was fashionable among a generation of Sophists during the socalled Age of Pericles, which lasted roughly from 495-429 BC. The obvious
absurdity of Greek mythology had finally provoked both outspoken skepticism and unrestrained secular speculation by many of the pre-Socratic philosophers. Disbelief came into vogue, and relevant to almost every issue the
question boiled down to, "How can this assumption to be valid?" Or more to
the point: "To what extent does it withstand sustained criticism?" Credible
answers were formulated on a sustained basis to determine why or how any
particular concept was worthy of consideration. Vigorous debate became
commonplace as well as an enlarged emphasis on analytic skill that allowed
more articulate and/or better-informed advocates to prevail at the expense of
others. This pursuit of rhetorical advantage was perhaps best illustrated by an
episode reported in Plato's dialogue Protagoras, when as a young dialectician Socrates fell into argument with Protagoras, the first and most successful proponent of Sophism. Supposedly their purpose was to explain the basic
difference between virtue and knowledge. Much was said, and no decisive
explanation finally prevailed. More important, however, the standoff confirmed that Socrates was a genuine contender quite aside from the seasoned
capabilities of Protagoras.
I. SOPHISTS
It was almost inevitable that Sophism arose as a systematic commitment to
disbelief. Sophists, however, took skepticism to excess, and it soon became
almost a parody of itself. For example Gorgias, by many accounts the most
eminent Sophist after Protagoras and Socrates, went so far as to insist that
nothing exists, that if it did it would be unknowable, and if it were knowable
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it could not be communicated. 1 Even more radical was the argument by
Xeniades of Corinth as late as 400 BC, later summarized by Sextus Empiricus:
.. . that all things are false, and that every impression and opinion is false, and
that all that becomes, becomes out of the non-existent, and all that perishes
into the non-existent. 2

Cratylus of the mid to late fifth century B.C. extended the principle to all
acts of communication on the assumption that such behavior necessarily
depends on telling lies. Later, Metrodorus of Chios, a friend and disciple of
Epicurus, took skepticism to its ultimate limit:
I deny that we know whether we know something or know nothing, and
even that we know the mere fact that we do not know (or do know), or know
at all whether something exists or nothing exists.
This radical stance seems to have applied to religion, materialist philosophy, and just about everything else. Then again, Metrodorus could support
the contrary proposition, "Everything exists which anyone perceives." 3 In
combination, these complementary assertions confirmed that nothing is true,
but also that everything submitted to discussion could be taken into account
as a necessarily debatable version of truth.
Not surprisingly, the choice between religion and the pursuit of a secular
alternative became a primary concern. Diagoras was obliged to flee from
Athens in order to avoid prosecution as an atheist, but the poet Simonides
appears to have been forgiven for the implicit agnosticism in his remark
about the existence of the gods, "The longer I think about it, the fainter
becomes my hope of an answer." 4 The philosopher Anaxagoras was prosecuted for atheism in a public trial, apparently because he proposed that the
sun and moon were devoid of godhead, but fortunately he was acquitted as a
result of Pericles' impassioned public defense. Pericles' mistress Aspasia
was also tried, and she too was acquitted as the result of Pericles' eloquence
in her defense. The eminent sculptor Phidias was less fortunate and died in
prison, charged with obvious impiety for having portrayed Pericles and himself on Athena's shield in one of his statues.
Public trials with the possibility of execution obviously discouraged individuals from flaunting their disbelief, but less militant stances of deism,
agnosticism, pantheism, and even theoretical complexity seem to have diminished the threat of prosecution, as illustrated by the later examples of
Aristotle and Epicurus. Democritus and Euripides were suspected of atheism,
and the more outspoken atheists who survived included such social outcasts
as Prodicus of Ceos, Diagoras ofMelos, Euhemerus ofTegea, and Theodorus of Cyrene. .
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Plato's cousin, the playwright Critias [circa 410 B.C.], also seems to have
been notorious for his atheism. A relatively large fragment of his satiric play,
"Sisyphus," displays impiety in its explanation of religion's origin. As summarized by Critias, a "wise and clever man" once invented both fear and
religion by insisting that gods exist who know everything that people think or
do and that it is impossible to escape the gods because of their surpassing
intelligence. Mankind was so frightened by such a possibility that lawlessness ceased, and thus mortals came to believe in deities. 5 Critias accordingly
suggested on this basis that religion could be justified not for its truth but as a
collective expedient to discourage potential lawbreakers. Despite his obvious
disbelief, Critias was an active participant in two of Plato's dialogues, "Charmides" and "Critias," and he later played an aggressive role as a member of
Athens ' notorious Thirty Tyrants. Unlike other philosophers at the time, he
actually died in battle supporting the Tyrants' effort to rule Athens. Quite
aside from his politics, his assumption appears credible even today that religion can be useful in encouraging acceptable behavior.
A popular reaction mounted in Athens against disbelief that was intermittent but also both dramatic and predictable. There were public trials, imprisonments, the flight of notorious disbelievers, and most of all the misguided
execution of Socrates, perhaps the least culpable freethinker who could have
been targeted for this purpose. The collective hostility to skepticism may
have led to renewed temple worship, and even the public theater including
Aristophanes' comedies used doubt to ridicule skeptics. Classic tragedy
served the same purpose through its ritualized enactment of expiation for a
tragic flaw that was inevitably the result of disbelief. A protagonist's single
inexcusable transgression was indifference to prophecies by the gods as well
as their final authority relevant to human affairs. As explained by Aristotle's
classic treatise Poetics, tragedy depicted the inevitable destiny of a monarch
comparable to Pericles whose disdain for holy prophecies guarantees ruination that finally obliges his recognition of his failure. Catharsis thus occurs
among the audience as a complex emotional reaction that merges sympathy
with a sense of righteous justification.
Sophocles in particular seems to have employed tragedy to challenge
Pericles' leadership at the time. Political and religious considerations perhaps
merged in his depiction, though Sophocles' effort may have been based upon
his sustained hostility to Pericles that lasted most of their lives. 6 In his
tragedy, Antigone, Sophocles told of the mythical tyrant, Creon, who ignored
the edict of gods regarding the burial of the dead. Catharsis occurred as
emotional relief shared by the audience upon his discovery of his error in
succumbing to the temptation of disbelief. Even more effective was Sophocles ' later tragedy, Oedipus Rex, which enacted the destruction of an arrogant
leader who ignored a sacred prophecy that he was doomed to kill his father.
Oedipus' visible limp symbolized his deficiency every step he took, but it
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also reinforced the myth's relevance to Pericles at the time, since he himself
seems to have been slightly crippled. Even suggestive of tragic pride were
Pericles' successful public speeches that led to the acquittal of Anaxagoras
and Aspasia. In the opinion of many, his effective rhetorical skills in defense
of their supposed transgressions displayed undue arrogance that could only
have compounded public reaction against Pericles' counterproductive trade
policies that led to the Peloponnesian War. In retrospect, the "real" tragedy
of Athens was Pericles' death, followed by the defeat of Athens that terminated the most remarkable period of ancient Greek civilization. Yet having
lost the Peloponnesian War, Athens would recover well enough to renew at
least its intellectual dominance throughout the region. It was still able, for
example, to host Plato's Academy, Aristotle's Lyceum, Epicurus's Garden,
and the Stoa as a public site for Stoic philosophers. However, the unprecedented Age of Pericles had been brought to a close. Ironically, Athens ' later
achievement as the highpoint of ancient philosophy supplanted its earlier
advantage as the pinnacle of Greek civilization on a more inclusive basis.

IL PROTAGORAS (C. 490-420 BC)
Born in Abdera on the northern coast of the Aegean Sea, Protagoras studied
under Democritus and then distinguished himself as a student of grammar.
Later, in Athens he became a celebrated educator in public discourse, teaching his disciples how to dissect a stance on any proposition under consideration. He was said to have been the very first teacher to charge fees from his
students. In his mature years he distinguished himself as the principal advocate of Sophism in public debate upon a large variety of controversial issues.
He offered no particular philosophical theory beyond his insistence that the
human mind is the measure of all things and that what is described as the soul
is nothing apart from the senses, a proposition later taken up by Aristotle and
still later by modern behaviorists. On a practical level, in forensics Protagoras taught how every question can be defended on both sides. He was willing
to submit all supposed truths and propositions of philosophy to scrutiny.
Contrary to Socrates' famous insistence that all he knew was that he didn ' t
know, Protagoras seems to have been fully confident that he knew enough to
be able to expose the errors of others in sorting out the relative validity of
their arguments.
Protagoras was famous for having asserted that everything we perceive
and try to explain in the world about us is necessarily a projection of our own
consciousness. He made this point in his book On Truth- in one of only two
passages from his entire body of work that survive today: "Of all things the
measure is Man, of the things that are, that they are, and of the things that are
not, that they are not." 7 Arguably, his final willingness to take into account
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things that "are not" anticipated the modem dependence on experimental
evidence for the purpose of rejecting false hypotheses. Karl Popper, for example, has argued that this negative consideration is an essential aspect of
science, since all hypotheses are necessarily susceptible to challenge should
later findings prove them false. Protagoras also distinguished between phys is
(freedom) and nomos (traditional usage).
What can be described as his final major contribution, his treatise On the
Gods challenged the ancient Greek gods for belonging to the category of
things that are not:
About the gods, I am not able to know whether they exist or do not exist, nor
what they are like in form ; for the factors preventing knowledge are many: the
obscurity of the subject, and the shortness of human life. 8

Protagoras did not deny the existence of the gods categorically, but simply argued that he was unable to make such a judgment because of the lack of
sufficient credible information as far as he was concerned. To this extent he
can be described as having been an agnostic, instead of a hard-core atheist
according to Thomas Huxley ' s distinction in the late nineteenth century.
Upon the publication of On the Gods, Protagoras was said to have been at the
home of the celebrated playwright, Euripides, who was also a good friend of
Anaxagoras. Almost immediately afterwards, however, Protagoras was
forced to flee from Athens chased by a crowd of enraged religionists who
gathered up all of his texts and consigned them to bonfires. During his escape
from Athens he unfortunately died in a storm at sea. His indignant compatriots considered this to have been punishment by the gods, because he had
suggested the possibility of their non-existence, overlooking the comparable
fate of pious individuals on the same boat as later suggested by apologists.
III. SOCRATES (469-339 BC)
Perhaps a dozen years younger than Protagoras, Socrates was born in Athens
and began his career as a sculptor. He later served three years as a soldier and
was said to have conducted himself with unusual bravery. As recorded by
Diogenes Laertius, still later he became a member of the Senate before becoming a disciple of the philosopher Archelaus, himself supposedly a disciple of Anaxagoras. Socrates ' role as a Sophist opposed to natural philosophy
is stated in his remark "that the study of nature is no concern of ours." At his
trial he denied that he " . . . searched into things under the earth and in
heaven," obviously suggesting his indifference to materialist philosophy, and
when Euripides gave him a copy of Heraclitus ' treatise and asked what he
thought of it, he replied, "The part I understand is excellent, and so too is, I
dare say, the part I do not understand, but it needs a Delian diver to get to the
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bottom of it.". With obvious reference to the findings of natural philosophy
he similarly declared in Phaedo that he was "utterly and absolutely incapable
of these inquiries." 9 Instead, he explained that he adhered to his own inner
voice as a "divine sign" that warned him against accepting ideas he could not
fully understand. He conceded his ignorance of materialist inquiry, and instead insisted on his singular commitment to the validity of ideas that could
be understood. He also felt that valid knowledge was limited to what he
could grasp on a strictly ethical basis, and that what escaped his understanding was not only avoidable but perhaps even evil. His almost total lack of
reference to the natural philosophers throughout most of Plato's dialogues
would suggest that he relegated their findings to this particular category.
Fellow Athenians eventually tried and convicted Socrates for corrupting
his disciples and for having introduced new divinities. Socrates sought acquittal based on the argument that he did in fact accept the possibility of
supernatural beings because he considered the universe to consist of a realm
of spiritual existence dominated by universal mind as proposed by Anaxagoras, one of the earlier natural philosophers. Socrates went on to defend his
religious belief with a question of his own, "Can a man believe in spiritual
and divine agencies, and not in spirits or demi-gods?" 10 As quoted by Plato
in Cratylus, he expressed his full approval of Anaxagoras' assumptions "that
mind or soul is the ordering and containing principle of all things," and" ...
that justice is mind, for mind, as they say, has absolute power, and mixes
with nothing, and orders all things, and passes through all things." 11 The
acceptance of these two principles, he suggested, made irrelevant the particular gods found socially acceptable. In fact, he did believe in the gods if on a
different basis from those of his fellow Athenian citizens.
In Plato's dialogue Phaedo, Socrates does seem to have abandoned his
earlier commitment to disbelief inspired by Protagoras-his simple insistence that he knew he didn't know-in favor of his later confidence that "the
best and highest good" was a product of the mind and that supernatural
authority somehow exists. On this basis he could continue to adhere to his
notion that knowledge is virtue, though it seems to have conflicted with his
earlier insistence that he took satisfaction in his ignorance. As transcribed by
Plato in Phaedo, Socrates' explanation of his spiritual "conversion" just before his execution confirms his emphasis on piety rather than a specific belief
in one or more gods:
I heard someone reading from a book of Anaxagoras, that mind was the
disposer and cause of all, and I was delighted at this notion ... mind will
dispose all for the best, and put each particular in the best place. Therefore is
anyone desired to find out the cause of the generation or destruction or
existence of anything, he must find out what state of being or doing or
suffering was best for that thing, and therefore a man had only to consider the
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best for himself and others, and then he would also know the worst, since the
same science comprehended both. 12
Socrates' added that he himself had taken an interest in natural science at
an earlier age, but then became "so befogged by these speculations" that he
intentionally "unlearned" what he thought he knew. By implication he did
not entirely reject the skepticism he had shared with Protagoras and others in
the Sophist movement, but turned to Anaxagoras' theory, the single credible
pre-Socratic concept of a fully spiritual universe. 13
It seems that this modest disclosure bore substantial theoretical consequences, for as the principal disciple of Socrates, Plato devised a metaphysics based on the concept of ideal forms. The universe consists of spiritual
essence, he insisted, but it also possesses imbedded archetypes with particular relevance to the human soul. Plato more or less emphasized this synthesis
the rest of his life without specifying whether these archetypes might have
been portions of any binary or quaternary structure such as proposed by
Anaximander, Empedocles and others. Within a generation, however, his
own principal disciple, Aristotle, inverted this thesis by renewing the materialist inquiry of pre-Socratic materialists on a more sophisticated basis. Just as
Plato revived religion at the expense of pre-Socratic materialism, Aristotle
revived pre-Socratic materialism in light of his own version of science at the
expense of Plato's theory of ideal forms. Since then, the antithetical standoff
between Plato and Aristotle ' s respective philosophies has dominated much of
the history of western civilization. In retrospect, Socrates obviously provided
the first step in this sequence.
IV. PLATO (427-347 BC)
By many accounts classical Greece's most eminent philosopher, Plato was
born in Athens with the name Aristocles. He was a descendent on his mother's side of the legendary Athenian statesman Solon, who was generally
credited with having initiated the city's democratic tradition. Little is known
about Plato's youth beyond his service as the leader of a choir before his
study of gymnastics under the wrestler Ariston, who bestowed on him the
nickname Plato ("broad-shouldered") because of his stocky build. Plato also
studied natural philosophy, tried to paint, and wrote poetry until he came
under the influence of Socrates at the age of twenty, whereupon he supposedly destroyed his poetry and abandoned natural philosophy to become one of
Socrates ' most loyal disciples as well as his faithful scribe. Nobody knows
for sure whose ideas prevailed in the final transcriptions of the dialogues,
those of Socrates or Plato, or to what extent Plato might have sought to
bridge their differences. Socrates ' insistence on his own ignorance seems
probably an accurate assessment, while his more complex explanation of
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theoretical assumptions seems more likely an expression of Plato's arguments.
Along with Socrates, Plato accepted Anaxagoras ' theory and would seem
to have experienced his own conversion at roughly the same time. Whatever
change occurred, the two of them--and probably the rest of Socrates' disciples-advanced from a somewhat moderate level of skepticism inspired by
the Sophists to the outright rejection of natural philosophy in favor of spiritual transcendence, which was first suggested by Anaxagoras. Plato and his
supporters went on to revive the concept of an ethical transcendent god at a
more sophisticated level. Plato argued that Mind plays a major role in the
universe as suggested by Anaxagoras when he elevated it to the "finest of all
things" and one that "is alone by itself." 14 Plato' s concept of universal mind
consequently linked godhead with the human soul as advanced manifestations of transcendent achievement. Religion in general and Christianity in
particular have continued to employ many of the assumptions that Plato first
formulated as an ethical reaction against both natural philosophy and the
reliance on skepticism it inspired. This more complex perspective may be
suggested by combining sententiae imbedded in various essays by Plato:
• Timaeus: God desires that all things should be good and nothing bad, so as
far as this was attainable. 15
• The Republic: God is perfectly simple and true both in word and deed. 16
• Laws JV: God ought to be to us the measure of all things and not man. 17
• Laws VII: And God is the natural and worthy object of our most serious
and blessed endeavors. 18
• Timaeus : For God only has the knowledge and also the power which are
able to combine many things into one and again resolve the one into
many. 19
• Theaetetus: If the gods will it so, so be it. 20

An uncompromisingly pious ethic is present in this sequence of injunctions, and even today devout religionists have had no difficulty in accepting
them, quite aside from the particular version of God they choose to worship.
In his famous "Allegory of the Cave" described in Book VII of The
Republic, Plato offers what might be described as a vivid analogy ofreligious
conversion. The aspiring philosopher crawls through a maze of darkened
underground tunnels that symbolize "bastard knowledge" as typified by the
philosophy of Democritus in order to gain genuine enlightenment, and once
he reaches sunlight the full truth supposedly presents itself in its full glory.
By implication this conversion suddenly occurs when nature ' s remarkable
plenitude confirms spiritual inspiration's benefits instead of an incessant materialist analysis beset with earth, stale air, dripping water, etc .. Of course the
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attainment of this perceived higher "truth" as promised by Plato entailed his
own version ofreligious conversion. 21
In his dialogue "Theaetetus," probably written at about the age of forty,
Plato challenges the skeptical perspective of Protagoras, who had died at sea
a few decades earlier. Much had happened over the intervening period, so
Plato is able in retrospect to link Protagoras' skeptical epistemology with the
materialist cosmology of the earlier natural philosophers. Their assumptions
could only take root, Plato suggested, because they had been inspired by tacit
skepticism already present, if not yet recognized. Moreover, he argues, if the
two principles insisted by Protagoras are true, that "each of us is a measure of
what is and of what is not," and that "man is the measure of all things," it
becomes obvious that "the truth of Protagoras, being doubted by all, will be
true neither to himself nor to any one else." 22 To make his point, Plato quotes
Socrates to the effect that this deficiency also necessitates an uncritical acceptance of the contradictory theories proposed by the earlier philosophers.
Both Socrates and Plato rejected pre-Socratic philosophy by focusing on
Anaxagoras' tangential insistence that the mind alone both invests and subsumes all existence in its entirety. However, less understandable is how they
linked this effort with an ethical pursuit of "the good" at the expense of
theoretical adequacy. Often, for example, "the good" turns out not to be
particularly beneficial and its advocates lack the analytic skills to recognize
the difference. Plato's principal concern was virtue and piety at the expense
of cosmology, and toward this end Plato's transcendent archetypes could be
featured instead of the supernatural antics of Homer's pantheon of gods and
goddesses. Pre-Socratic materialism might have undermined Homeric myth
even among the populace, but as interpreted by Plato, Anaxagoras' concept
of nous came to the rescue, and the social accord of the populace as a whole
was effectively restored-or so it seemed. The social customs and prerogatives of religion could be resurrected on a far more sophisticated basis to
provide an effective antidote to what seemed materialist dogma that might
conceivably dominate philosophy into the indefinite future. What was of
primary importance was an acceptable ethics based upon one's belief in the
gods, whatever their transcendent manifestation.
The revival of the God concept was far more acceptable to Plato in
contrast to the earlier natural philosophers whose interest was focused upon
an explanation of the universe as a vast existence with a necessarily complicated arrangement of interactive physical principles. Instead, Plato presented
the belief in a world dominated by a God whose existence is both unified and
resistant to excessive clarification. As Plato stated elsewhere:
Now that which is created must, as we affirm, of necessity be created by a
cause. But the father and maker of all this universe [i.e. God] is past finding
out, and even if we found him, to tell of him to all men would be impossible. 23
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Just as pre-Socratic philosophy had advanced from Homeric mythology
to a strictly physical analysis of the universe that encouraged both skepticism
and social anarchy, Plato introduced spiritual assumptions that had been
implicit in many of the earlier religions. If pre-Socratic philosophy had all
but eradicated the paramount role of the gods, Plato restored their relevance
on a far more persuasive basis, one that could supposedly reunite all portions
of society except for inveterate disbelievers.
As a product of his later years, Plato's dialogue Timaeus was one of his
few attempts to suggest a viable synthesis between religion and certain advances in secular philosophy. Without mentioning any of the pre-Socratic
philosophers by name, he paid his respects to earlier concepts such as Heraclitus' theory of fire, Empedocles' cyclical theory of earth, air, fire, and water,
and Anaxagoras' version of atomism that featured "smaller particles thrust
into the interstices of the larger." 24 He accepted the description of the earth
as a globe, a concept first suggested by Pythagoras. However, his analysis
had little relevance to the more specific aspects of science and philosophy,
and he once again made it plain that his principal concern was the central role
of God and the destiny of the human soul. He even described God's manifestation as an "image," in other words a visualized presence whose recognition
is essential to the eternal preservation of the soul. God is described in the
dialogue's final sentence as: "the sensible God who is the image of the
intellectual, the greatest, best, fairest, most perfect-the one only-begotten
heaven." 25
Plato also went so far as to invoke the help of God based on the standard
of probability: "I call upon God and beg him to be our savior out of a strange
and unwonted enquiry, and bring us to the haven ofprobability." 26 In Theaetus, Plato had already emphasized the crucial but necessarily loose concept of
probability to justify religious belief on the assumption that whatever seems
probable can be considered true at least to that extent:
But in that field I am speaking of-in right and wrong and matters of religion-people are ready to affirm ... that the public decision becomes true at the
moment when it is made and remains true so long as the decision stands. 27

The reference to "public decision" averted doubts about any particular
truth's likelihood if it could be granted validity by a majority of people. Plato
also maintained on the same basis that religious doctrine should be accepted
at its face value on that basis alone:
We must accept the traditions of the men of old time who affirm themselves to
be the offspring of the gods .... How can we doubt the word of the children of
the gods? Although they give no probable or certain proofs, still, as they
declare that they are speaking of what took place in their own family, we must
conform to custom and believe them. 28
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In effect Plato proposed extremely generous constraints in determining
the validity of religious convictions acceptable to the public because of their
moral necessity as well as their probability. If the populace considered a
belief to be probable, this in itself was sufficient justification to concede what
amounted to its functional truth. Obviously, this generous acceptance of
earlier pagan deities was completely at odds with both the skepticism of
Protagoras and the theoretical contributions of earlier materialists! As justified by the admission of"conforming to custom," Plato effectively declared
his orthodox belief after having used Socratic doubt to dispense with the
secular perspective in his earlier dialogues.
Plato also suggested that if there was any possibility miracles might be
true, they can and ought to be considered probable and therefore effectively
true:
[When God] was framing the universe, he put intelligence in soul, and soul in
body, that he might be the creator of a work which was by nature fairest and
best. Wherefore, using the language of probability, we may say that the world
became a living creature truly endowed with soul and intelligence by the
providence of God. 29

Here Plato actually seems to defend the supernatural claims typical of
earlier religions based on the consideration of probability. Moreover, he
extends this necessity to the acceptance of all mortals able to identify themselves as the children of gods:
Plato encourages a departure from objective philosophical analysis by
aging traditionalists who depend on patriarchal authority justified by godhood. Received customs thus take precedence over theory that valorizes truth
independent of social and familial authority. 30
This is completely at odds with both the skepticism and the theoretical
contribution of earlier materialists! Here Plato effectively declared his belief
to be based on custom after having used Socratic doubt to challenge, the
secular perspective in his earlier dialogues.
Plato's views upon religion culminated in Laws X , apparently his final
testament in which he simply described himself as "Athenian." He died while
writing Laws X, and his disciple, Philippus of Opus, was said to have completed and published it after his death. It is possible that Plato himself may
have completed an initial draft, that Philippus substantially revised the text,
or that he himself wrote the text based on remarks by Plato that Plato himself
would have deleted from the final draft. And of course it could have been
brought to completion in any combination of the above. In any case, the text
discloses a level of hostility against atheism and natural philosophy more
intense than anything he had previously said. Earlier writings certainly dis-
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played aversion, but his anger seems to have predominated toward the end of
his life.
Plato's vigorous defense of religion was based on the assumption that his
argument was automatically correct if it could not be proven wrong. He
proposed an elaborate proof of God's existence in roughly ten pages of text
whose essential line of argument was both more vigorous and more questionable than any of his earlier pronouncements. 31 Once again he argued that
soul is the dominant stuff of the universe, and that one or more gods can be
identified with this more inclusive soul, thus necessitating their worship and
the recognition of their final authority in human affairs. He also insisted that
natural philosophers had been wrong in their effort to identify physical elements as the original stuff of the universe. Quite the opposite, he argued, the
soul alone provides a "motion that can move itself' as well as having serving
as the self-movement that initiated the universe:
. . . soul came first-that it was not fire, nor air, but soul which was there to
begin with-it is the existence of soul which is most eminently natural. 32

Plato insisted that the soul is more "elder-born than all bodies and prime
source of all their changes and transformations," and that soul has always
been the primary stuff of existence as Anaxagoras had earlier suggested. For
if soul both preceded the physical universe and could be identified with God,
he maintained, the deduction seemed plain that some kind of a personal God
played an essential role in the creation of the universe.
Plato also explained that soul "has self-movement as its definition," and
therefore, he explained, it may be considered "the source of movement" that
is "absolutely complete" as "the first-born of all things," thus giving it a
universal role on a strictly ethical basis. Then Plato went on to suggest that
the "good soul" effectively steers motion, thereby promoting virtue as an
essential feature of existence whereby transition itself manifests its effect.
Plato also abandoned any possibility of a natural cosmology by next suggesting conflict between good and evil was strictly a manifestation of soul: "it
[soul] controls heaven itself' whether this necessitates either a "single soul"
or "more than one." He went on to declare the likelihood of cosmic tension
between good and evil supernatural powers: "We must not assume fewer
than two, one beneficent, the other capable of the contrary effect."-hence
anticipating personification in the conflict between God and the devil later
featured in Christian doctrine. 33 And finally Plato expressed his qualified
approval of current polytheistic belief:
Since soul, or souls, and those souls good with perfect goodness, have proved
to be the causes of all, these souls we hold to be gods, whether they direct the
universe by inhabiting bodies . .. Will any man who shares this belief bear to
hear it said that all things are not "full of gods"? 34
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Whatever the quantitative ratio involved, Plato suggested, it is spiritual
authority that matters in a universe totally in motion.
In the end, however, it was Plato's indignation that dominated his analysis. At the very beginning of Laws X, he insisted, "There is the fact that all
mankind, Greeks and non-Greeks alike, believe in the existence of gods." 35
Just a few pages later, however, he warned that young men too readily harbor
disbelief which they later abandon: "I can assure you that no one who in
early life has adopted this doctrine of the nonexistence of gods has ever
persisted to old age constant in that conviction." 36 Presumably young atheists
become religious when they mature and become wiser. Then he seems to
have contradicted himself by declaring his hostility against older men whose
teachings inspire impiety among the youth: "All these views, my friends,
come from men who impress the young as wise, prose writers and poets who
profess that indefeasible right means whatever a man can carry with the high
hand. Hence our epidemics of youthful irreligion." 37 For if all young atheists
later become religious, how can there be any older atheists available to misguide young atheists?
In the final three pages of his essay, Plato goes on to complain at greater
length about the vices and temptations of atheism among both young and old,
suggesting many more atheists than he has indicated only a few paragraphs
earlier. He concedes that young atheists might still be virtuous, but also
insists that older "men of this class" [atheists] deal in prophecy and jugglery
of all kinds, and that they too often become "tyrants and demagogues and
generals and hierophants of private mysteries and the Sophists." 38 Again, his
assurance that young atheists simply do not retain their misguided assumptions suggests that old and presumably more sophisticated atheists could only
have been converted later in life.
Although Socrates had been tried and put to death for similar charges
years earlier, Plato, his principal disciple, brought Laws X to a close by
advocating similar punishment of more recent offenders found guilty of impiety:
Any person proved guilty of a sin against piety which is the crime of a grown
man, not the trivial offense of a child, whether by dedicating a shrine on
private ground or by doing sacrifice to any gods whatsoever in public, shall
suffer death for doing sacrifice in a state of defilement. 39

How ironic that such punishment could be advocated by Plato! The reader
is left to question what portion of Plato's final text resulted from his mature
judgment, what portion from borderline senility. 40 The question also poses
itself whether his attitude might have contributed to the otherwise inexplicable choice of Aristotle to leave the Academy just before Plato's death.

