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ecach other and they opposed each other in practice. The Sophists’
method was a unilateral education from their side, but Socrates believed
that not acknowledging to be ignorant is ignorance and whoever thinks
of himself as knowledgeable is, indeed, ignorant. On the other hand,
most Sophists considered man as the standard of the truth, but Socrates
believed that there is only a single truth and to achieve it, man has to
nourish his soul. Plato accepted neither Sophists” beliefs nor their
method and regarded Socrates as a teacher and a unique learned man.

Based on what has been said here, it should not be concluded that all
of Plato’s thoughts and beliefs were influenced by the fifth century B.C.
Rather, we have tried to evaluate Plato’s view about the trends of this
period as he never distanced himself from the political and social trends
of his time. In fact, it is unadvisable to consider a philosopher’s
metaphysical thoughts apart from the social and political conditions
because “a man’s soul is dependent on his social nature and these two
‘cannot be separated from each other. Individual and social lives are
interconnected. If social life is bad and corrupt, individual life cannot
grow and fulfill its goals” (Casirer, 2006, p. 83).
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Plato’s thoughts were also influenced by the intellectual trends that
emerged in the fifth century B.C. and even before that. Thales and other
Ionian philosophers such as Anaximander and Anaximenes are
considered the pioneers of developing philosophical thought in Ionia
when it was moving towards democracy. These philosophers who had
distanced themselves from Homerian and Hesiodian theological
thoughts and had washed their hands off the role of any theological
elements in the creation of the wortld, considered a material element to
have played an essential and fundamental role in the creation of the
world. These philosophers had the same firm view in the fifth century
B.C. and philosophers such as Anaxagoras, Empedocles and atomists
such as Leucippus and Democritus did not gain access to any
metaphysical understanding about the world, and only tried to explicate
the existence relying on the observable and accessible phenomena. The
interesting point is that all the philosophers who had matérial belief,
more or less, favored democracy. However, it should be mentioned that
the objective of belief in material phenomena in those days was different
from what the term materialism denotes today because, at that time,
schools of thought had not split yet and immaterial and ‘mythological
elements were still involved in material beliefs. It seems that Plato
opposed those who believed in only observable phenomena.

However, another scholastic trend which distanced itself from the
lonian materialistic view and followed idealistic thoughts started by
Pythagoras and continued by Pythagoreans. They resorted to numbers
and geometry which were absolutely mental and immaterial elements and
explained all natural phenomena using these tools. This trend continued
in the fifth century B.C., and reached Elea philosophers, especially
Parmenides. Although Heraclitus has a somewhat materialistic view
about the world, he can be put in this category too and his belief in
Logus is a testimony to this point. It appears that Plato accepts the
beliefs of this scholastic trend which was mainly against the democracy
of that era.

However, both of these trends wete overshadowed by two newly-
established trends in the fifth century B. C. One of these trends was
Sophists” beliefs and the second one was teachings of Socrates. They
both distanced themselves from the existing ontological thoughts and
believed that those old beliefs about existence could no more settle the
unsolved problems of mankind. Therefore, they embarked on
epistemology and sought the truth in knowing man. They both agreed on
this notion, but their methods and beliefs were completely different from
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6- Conclusion

The fifth century B.C. and the era when Plato lived was an eventful
period and a lot of social, political and intellectual changes took place
then. Before Plato, Heraclitus had found out that everything is in a state
of change and fluidity. His belief in this notion was so firm that he said,
“No one can step into the same river twice”. It seems that Plato believed
in this conception too but, like Heraclitus, he does not get stuck in that
belief and concludes that fluidity of everything does not denote that
there is nothing safe from change and annihilation. Hence, he agrees
with Parmenides’ view, which was against that of Heraclitus, and
perceives an absolute existence which is safe from change and
annihilation. Based on this conception, he considers the absolute and
eternal existence equal to the idea of good and absolute good. This is an
essential principle in Plato’s thought, and there is always some kind of
connection between this principle and Plato’s other theories on society,
politics, education and ethics, and dialogue. This idea has been dealt with
more firmly in Republic. While the focus in this book is, mostly, on the
political, ethical and educational issues, surprisingly, we come across
Plato’s most important metaphysical theory, ie. the cave allegory.
Therefore, we should not ignore the influences of the fifth B.C. century
regarding both politics and society, and ontology and epistemology.

In this paper, some important influences of the fifth century B.C. on
Plato’s political thought are tackled. However, if we want to give a more
general overview of these influences, we have to divide them into two
categories. The first category includes the political and social events and
phenomena of the' fifth century B.C. It seems that Plato is against any
political thought and conduct that respect the masses and favor
democratic structure. Plato was from an aristocratic family and his
ancestors were both politicians and aristocrats. This aristocratic spirit
was accompanied with the observation of immoralities and disorders that
occurred in some democratic societies and made him completely against
democracy. Therefore, he firmly emphasized that people are not equal
and the superior ones should have more privileges and also the big
decisions should not be made by the masses, because they always seek
their desires and personal gains. Based on this view, it can be said that
Plato evaluates the things that were far away from democracy in the fifth
century B.C. positively and accepts them more or less, and evaluates the
things that were in proximity to democracy negatively and rejects them.
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stand against the oligarchs and achieve victory. Since the strong
government has become feeble and, instead of leading people, it looks
for pleasure and personal gains, the poor become victorious. What,
practically, happens is that the rich become poorer and weaker gradually
when the oligarchic wealthy leaders purchase their lands and make them
go in debt. Littde by little, they think about nothing but their personal
gains and luxuries. On the other hand, the poor notice their weaknesses
and find themselves to be superior to them and do not see it fair to be
deprived of wealth and government. Under such conditions, a small
pretext such as unity with the neighboring country starts a war and if the
poor and the masses win the war, the oligarchy system turns into a
democratic one. Believing in equality among people, the democratic
individuals thinks that their desires should be treated equally and makes
fun of the belief that one desire needs to nourished more, and another
one has to be suppressed. In Plato’s view, democrats consider chaos as
freedom, shamelessness as braveness and manliness, self-control as
weakness, and modesty and religiosity as foolishness. In a democratic
community, meritorious individuals are forced into exile, and good
characteristics are scorned (ibid, pp. 1037-1038).

Obviously, Plato strongly opposed the democratic governments of
those days and he never agreed with the covert, conceptual foundations
of democracy. One of these conceptual elements is the idea of equality
among people which was being developed by democrats. Plato’s
definition of justice was totally different from the democrats’ beliefs.
Perhaps, the seizing power of a demagogue such as Cleon through
democratic mechanisms in the fifth century B.C. had an impact on
Plato’s objections. Of course, there are many examples of exploiting the
poor to seize power in the history. What actually happens under this
condition is that the poor, who are many in number, lose all their hopes
to live, and then are willing to accept any promise to get out of this
situation not knowing that the promise giver gives nothing but slogans.
Therefore, the same individual, who is apparently democratic, seeking
justice and caring for the poor, turns into a dictator. Furthermore, Plato
refers to excessive liberty among people in a democratic society and
regards it as one of the reasons because of which a democratic
government degenerates into a dictatorship. Thirty authoritarian rulers’
seizing power and their numerous crimes at the conclusion of democracy
in Athens might have influenced this belief of Plato and the execution of
a wise man such as Socrates by the democratic government might have
reinforced it.






