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Plato, Atlantis, And Interpretations Of His Claims

The story of Atlantis is one which has been spoken about for many years, and to this day people are still pondering over whether it existed, and longing for some sort of evidence to prove so. However, more than 2300 years later, unfortunately we are still no closer to confirming the existence of such a land. Many have discussed the possibility, fantasized over the idea, and analysed the claims and the specific details of these claims, but there is only one man to have stated that Atlantis did actually exist. ‘Plato told the story of Atlantis around 360 B.C.’[footnoteRef:1] Due to the credibility of so much of what Plato said about the world, and also the sheer amount of time for which people have been thinking about why he would claim that such a civilization existed, it is worth examining what he said about Atlantis, and also how it has been received over the years. [1:  National Geographic, Atlantis Legend (2015), 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/atlantis [accessed 28 December 2022].] 

Plato introduced Atlantis in his dialogue Timaeus, through the politician Critias. Timaeus is a dialogue which involves Timaeus, Critias, Socrates, and Hermocrates. Critias introduces Atlantis to the others as if it is a historical fact, stating

Many and mighty are the deeds of your city recorded here for the marvel of men ; but one is there which for greatness and nobleness surpasses all the rest. For our chronicles tell what a power your city quelled of old, that marched in wanton insolence upon all Europe and Asia together, issuing yonder from the Atlantic ocean. For in those days the sea there could be crossed, since it had an island before the mouth of the strait which is called, as ye say, the pillars of Herakles. Now this island was greater than Libya and Asia together; and therefrom there was passage for the sea-farers of those times to the other islands, and from the islands to all the opposite continent which bounds that ocean truly named. For these regions that lie within the strait aforesaid seem to be but a bay having a narrow entrance; but the other is ocean verily, and the land surrounding it may with fullest truth and fitness be named a continent. In this island Atlantis arose a great and marvellous might of kings, ruling over all the island itself, and many other islands, and parts of the mainland; and besides these, of the lands east of the strait they governed Libya as far as Egypt, and Europe to the borders of Etruria. So all this power gathered itself together, and your country and ours and the whole region within the strait it sought with one single swoop to enslave. Then, O Solon, did the power of your city shine forth in all men's eyes glorious in valour and in strength. For being foremost upon earth in courage and the arts of war, sometimes she was leader of the Hellenes, sometimes she stood alone perforce, when the rest fell away from her; and after being brought into the uttermost perils, she vanquished the invaders and triumphed over them: and the nations that were not yet enslaved she preserved from slavery; while the rest of us who dwell this side the pillars of Herakles, all did she set free with ungrudging hand. But in later time, after there had been exceeding great earthquakes and floods, there fell one day and night of destruction; and the warriors in your land all in one body were swallowed up by the earth, and in like manner did the island Atlantis sink beneath the sea and vanish away. Wherefore to this day the ocean there is impassable and unsearchable, being blocked by very shallow shoals, which the island caused as she settled down.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Plato, The Timaeus Of Plato, Edited With Introduction And Notes. (Cambridge: The University Press, 2009), pp. 77–81.] 
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1: A Map Of Atlantis As Described By Plato

‘Critias relates the story of Atlantis and its fabled war with Athens some 9,000 years earlier. He had heard this tale from his homonymous grandfather, who, in turn, had heard it from his relative the lawgiver Solon.’[footnoteRef:4] The fact that the city was supposedly destroyed so many years ago, and that the story had been passed down, preserved by Egyptian priests, for all of this time, can lead to some scepticism when considering the validity of his claims. Even if Atlantis did exist, over such a period of time there must have been some sort of Chinese whispers effect when telling the story to the younger generations. Because of this, some say that an empire may have existed, although maybe not such an impressive one, and it may have been submerged in the ocean due to natural disasters. ‘At the end of the last ice age, at around 8000 BC, the sea level in the Mediterranean rose high enough to flood the valleys and lower elevations of Atlantis.’[footnoteRef:5] That being said, with the advances in technology over the years, and our current ability to scan the ocean floor and search for Atlantis, nothing has yet been found. This causes many to doubt whether Atlantis was spoken about in Plato’s dialogues because it was a confirmed part of history, and therefore they look for alternative explanations as to why one of the great minds of ancient Greece would speak of such a land. [4:  William Morrison, ‘Internet Encyclopedia Of Philosophy’, Critias, 3: Ancient Perspectives On Critias, 
<https://iep.utm.edu/critias/>  [Accessed 28 December 2022].]  [5:  Christopher A. Djonis, Greek Reporter, Atlantis: How Plato’s Story Corresponds to Real History (2022) https://greekreporter.com/2022/12/10/atlantis-plato-history-real/ [Accessed 28 December 2022].] 

One very popular explanation for the story is that it was not factual, but instead a parable which was used to try and enforce Plato’s views and opinions on the world onto others.
 The Atlantis story is clearly a parable: Plato's myth is of two cities which compete with each other, not on legal grounds but rather cultural and political confrontation and ultimately war.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  N.S Gill, Thought Co, Atlantis as It Was Told in Plato's Socratic Dialogues (2018) https://www.thoughtco.com/platos-atlantis-from-the-timaeus-119667 [Accessed 28 December 2022].
] 

Socrates, Plato’s teacher, famously said ‘He who is not contented with what he has, would not be contented with what he would like to have.’[footnoteRef:7] When we examine the story of Atlantis, it seems as if it is trying to promote satisfaction with what we have. Regarding how the people of Atlantis were living, Plato wrote [7:  N.B Sen, Wit and wisdom of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, (New Delhi: New Book Society of India, 1967).] 

Now Atlas had a numerous and honourable family, and they retained 
the kingdom, the eldest son handing it on to his eldest for many generations;
and they had such an amount of wealth as was never before possessed
by kings and potentates, and is not likely ever to be again, and they
were furnished with everything which they needed, both in the city
and country. For because of the greatness of their empire many things
were brought to them from foreign countries, and the island itself
provided most of what was required by them for the uses of life.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Plato, Critias (360 B.C.E), Translated By Benjamin Jowett (1871), Accessed Via. The Internet Classics Archive (2009) http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/critias.html [Accessed 28 December 2022].] 


Provided to them by the God Poseidon, the people of Atlantis had everything they could ever wish for. More riches than they could desire, the most fertile of land, and they were completely satisfied. In fact, these riches did not even interest them, and it is written that

They despised everything but virtue, caring little
for their present state of life, and thinking lightly of the possession
of gold and other property, which seemed only a burden to them; neither
were they intoxicated by luxury; nor did wealth deprive them of their
self-control; but they were sober, and saw clearly that all these
goods are increased by virtue and friendship with one another.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Plato, 360 B.C.E.] 


However, as time went on this mentality disappeared.  As the mortal man became more prominent in society, and the divine faded away, the people of Atlantis began to focus much more on riches and possessions other than God, wisdom, and the people around them. It is said that this is the reason why Atlantis fell to a much smaller city with much less power. The natural disasters, the fire and the earthquakes, which submerged Atlantis in the ocean, can be seen as the Gods punishing the citizens of Atlantis for there ingratitude and greed. This fits well with Plato’s ideology, and therefore can possibly explain why he would write about such a civilization if it was not necessarily ever in existence. James Romm, a professor at Bard College, summarised this theory perfectly stating

He was dealing with a number of issues, themes that run throughout his work," he says. "His ideas about divine versus human nature, ideal societies, the gradual corruption of human society—these ideas are all found in many of his works. Atlantis was a different vehicle to get at some of his favorite themes.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  National Geographic, 2015.] 


Atlantis could also have been created to further deepen the history of ancient Greece and Athens. It has been said, and rightly so, that ‘it's a story that captures the imagination.’[footnoteRef:11] There are many stories in every culture which are questionable in their legitimacy but create a sense of pride within the people who are from that place. Take for example the story of Robin Hood. It is not confirmed as to whether the fabled man who ran around Nottingham stealing from the rich to give to the poor existed, but one thing is for certain. The story has influenced the city and the mindset of those who live their greatly, and the people take pride in being from Nottingham because of this. In the story of Atlantis, the Athenians, who Plato tried to influence more than anybody, managed to fight against the huge empire of Atlantis more successfully than any other empire in the world could have at that time. It is written in Timaeus: [11:  National Geographic, 2015.] 


The records speak of a vast power that your city once brought to a halt in its insolent march against the whole of Europe and Asia at once – a power that sprang forth from beyond, from the Atlantic Ocean.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Plato, Timaleus (360 B.C.E), Translated By Benjamin Jowett (1871), Accessed Via. The Internet Classics Archive <http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html>[Accessed 28 December 2022].

] 


Such statements can only have had a positive effect on the people of Athens. Plato, and also everybody involved in these discussions, was an influential man who was regarded highly by the citizens of ancient Greece. Therefore, it makes perfect sense for him to tell such stories of triumph, as it would only influence the people positively.

In conclusion, there are many different reasons why Plato may have decided to write about Atlantis. Whether the ancient empire existed or not isn’t necessarily relevant, as the story still promoted his agenda and also inspired the citizens of Athens to achieve greatness. Plato was a powerful, and yet good man, and the story helped him to influence others to be the same.
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