
One man who has helped shape how we think about our world was Plato (428 - 437 BCE). 
He tried to open our eyes to the possibility that the things we see before our eyes may not 
be real. Throughout the course of this essay I aim to show how Platoʼs theory of ideas, 
although radical, has been hugely influential to modern day philosophy.

Plato was born in Athens to a wealthy and influential family. Like Socrates (of whom Plato 
was a beloved student) he was dismayed at the disintegration of society around him. 
Eventually he fled the city for his own safety but returned some years later to establish The 
Academy - Europeʼs first university.

1.Plato did not trust the senses. he believed that we can only truly know something by 
using our intellect (our mind). He felt that our senses could fool us too easily. He felt that 
because things are always changing (e.g. a person grows bigger, smaller, fatter, thinner, 
etc) the information therefore that we get form our senses cannot be trusted, For Plato - if 
something changes then it cannot truly exist. For him, for something to exist then it must 
be unchangeable, like the human soul for example.

2. Plato felt that humanity was on a journey. We needed to move away from our pre-
occupation with the material/physical world around us and move towards a more spiritual 
awareness. Plato wanted us to try and understand our reality and the world that we live in. 
Where as Socrates asked questions like what is justice? what is goodness? Plato was 
more interested in asking questions like what is ʼtreenessʼ? what is ʻroundnessʼ? what is 
ʻblacknessʼ? - this was the beginning of metaphysics.

3. Eventually Plato came up  with ʻThe Theory of Ideas”. He felt that all human beings were 
exposed to two worlds at once. Firstly, there is the world that we see around us every day, 
the world that changes constantly. Plato believed that this is not the real world. He 
believed that there is another real, unchanging world called the realm of the idea. To 
explain this idea Plato created the allegory of the cave*.

4. Plato used the allegory of the cave to illustrate his ideas. He wanted to show that the 
world we see is merely  an illusion. Our world, he felt, was simply an imperfect shadow of 
the unchanging perfect world in the realm of the idea. He felt humanity would only see this 
world if we stepped out of the darkness of the cave and in to the light. Plato saw himself as 
the escaped prisoner who stepped in to the light first to show us the true reality of our 
world.

5.Plato believed that everything that the senses tell us cannot be believed. Every tree, 
apple, table, etc that exists in our world is merely a shadow of the perfect idea that exists 
in the realm of the idea.

1. Plato also held strong views on the human soul. He felt that the human body imprisons 
the soul and that the two are in constant conflict. This thinking is seen as the dualistic 
understanding of the body and soul. The body is physical and ever-changing where as the 
soul is eternal and unchanging and this leads to conflict between the two realities.

In this essay I have attempted to outline two areas of Platoʼs thinking
1. The theory of Ideas 2. His view on the human soul.
Plato was a greek Philosopher who was influenced by Socrates and who would go on to 
influence aristotle and is therefore seen as one of the founding fathers of modern 
philosophy.
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