Say Goodbye to Plato

Chen Yu
(ORCID: 0000-0002-8457-6757)

[Abstract] "Sapiolatry," the excessive reverence and idolization of historical
figures renowned for their wisdom, poses a significant challenge to critical thinking
and innovation. In the article "Say Goodbye to Plato," we delve into the concept of
sapiolatry and its implications for our engagement with the teachings of revered
figures like Plato. By exploring the roots, consequences, and the case of Plato, we
highlight the necessity of moving beyond uncritical adoration towards a more
dynamic and contextual interpretation of ancient wisdom. The article advocates for a
balanced and critical approach to studying the teachings of revered figures,
emphasizing the importance of adapting their wisdom to address contemporary
issues and foster innovation.
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I. Introduction

In the vast expanse of human history, certain figures have emerged whose
wisdom and insights have illuminated the path of knowledge, shaping the very
foundations of our civilization. From the serene contemplations of Buddha to the
rigorous dialectics of Plato, these luminaries have offered us keys to understanding
the world and ourselves. Yet, as we stand on the shoulders of these giants, there is a
perilous inclination that threatens to undermine the very essence of their teachings:
Sapiolatry. This neologism, a blend of "sapiens" (wise) and "latria" (worship),
captures the excessive veneration and adoration we bestow upon these historical
figures, elevating them to an almost divine status.

Sapiolatry is not merely an acknowledgment of the profound contributions these
individuals have made to human thought and spirituality; it is an uncritical
glorification that borders on idolatry. Such reverence can lead to a dogmatic
acceptance of their ideas, viewing them as infallible truths rather than the products of
their specific historical and cultural contexts. This article, entitled "Say Goodbye to
Plato," seeks to explore the implications of sapiolatry. It aims to unravel the
consequences of this uncritical worship and to advocate for a more balanced and
critical approach to engaging with the wisdom of the past. By bidding farewell to the
excessive adoration of Plato, we open ourselves to a richer, more nuanced
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understanding of his contributions, recognizing both their value and their limitations.
In doing so, we pave the way for a more dynamic and critical engagement with the
intellectual heritage that shapes our world today.

I1. The Roots of Sapiolatry

The phenomenon of sapiolatry, the excessive adoration and reverence towards
wise historical figures, finds its roots deeply embedded in the annals of human
civilization. From the dawn of recorded history, societies across the globe have
looked towards individuals possessing profound wisdom and insight to guide them.
These figures, often emerging as philosophers, prophets, or sages, were revered not
only for their intellectual prowess but also for their moral and spiritual guidance.

In ancient civilizations, such as those of Greece, China, and India, the adoration
of wise figures was closely intertwined with the societal and cultural fabric.
Philosophers like Plato and Socrates in Greece, Confucius in China, and sages in the
Vedic tradition of India were esteemed for their contributions to ethics, politics, and
metaphysics. Their teachings were seen as a source of enlightenment, offering
pathways to understanding the mysteries of existence and the principles of good
living.

This reverence was not merely an acknowledgment of their intellectual
contributions but also a recognition of their role as intermediaries between the
mundane and the divine. In many cultures, wisdom was seen as a divine attribute,
and those who possessed it in abundance were often regarded with a sense of awe
and sanctity. This connection between wisdom and divinity laid the groundwork for
the elevation of these figures to a status that bordered on the divine, a precursor to
the phenomenon of sapiolatry.

As civilizations evolved, the adoration of wise figures underwent a
transformation. The advent of monotheistic religions brought figures like Jesus
Christ, Mohammed, and Moses to the forefront of spiritual and moral guidance.
Their teachings, encapsulated in sacred texts, became the bedrock of entire
civilizations, further entrenching the practice of venerating those deemed wise.

The Renaissance and Enlightenment periods in Europe marked a resurgence of
interest in the ancient philosophers, particularly Plato and Aristotle. This revival was
not just an academic pursuit but also a rekindling of the reverence for their wisdom, a
testament to the enduring legacy of sapiolatry through the ages.

In the contemporary era, the adoration of wise figures has taken on new forms,
facilitated by the global exchange of ideas and the democratization of knowledge
through technology. Yet, the fundamental impulse to revere and idolize those who
offer profound insights into human existence persists, a testament to the deep-seated
human need for guidance and wisdom.

Thus, the historical context of the adoration of wise figures reveals a continuous
thread running through human history, a testament to our enduring search for wisdom
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and guidance. This reverence, while born from a genuine appreciation of their
contributions, has sown the seeds of sapiolatry, setting the stage for both the
elevation and the eventual critical reassessment of these figures and their teachings.

II1. The Consequences of Sapiolatry

A. The Challenge of Uncritical Acceptance: How Sapiolatry Discourages

Questioning and Critical Thinking

The phenomenon of sapiolatry, while rooted in a deep respect and admiration
for historical figures renowned for their wisdom, carries with it significant
consequences that challenge the very foundation of intellectual inquiry and growth.
One of the most pernicious outcomes of this excessive reverence is the uncritical
acceptance of these figures' teachings, a stance that inherently discourages
questioning and critical thinking.

At the heart of sapiolatry lies the elevation of wise figures to a status that
borders on the divine, rendering their teachings seemingly infallible and beyond the
scope of critique. This deification of human thought leaders creates an environment
where questioning their ideas is often seen as an act of disrespect or even blasphemy.
As a result, followers may find themselves adhering to doctrines and philosophies
without engaging in the necessary process of critical examination and reflection.

The challenge of uncritical acceptance is not merely theoretical; it has practical
implications for the advancement of knowledge and the cultivation of a healthy
intellectual community. When individuals refrain from questioning the ideas
presented by these revered figures, they forfeit the opportunity to engage in a
dynamic dialogue with the past. Such a dialogue is essential for the evolution of
thought, as it allows for the reassessment of ideas in light of new evidence,
perspectives, and societal needs.

Furthermore, the uncritical acceptance fostered by sapiolatry undermines the
development of critical thinking skills. Critical thinking—the ability to analyze
information objectively and make reasoned judgments—is foundational to
intellectual growth and the pursuit of truth. However, when the teachings of wise
figures are accepted without scrutiny, there is little room for the exercise of these
skills. Instead of being encouraged to question, analyze, and synthesize information,
individuals are subtly coerced into a passive acceptance of pre-established truths.

This passive acceptance is particularly problematic in educational settings,
where the primary goal is to foster independent thinking and the ability to engage
with complex ideas critically. When the teachings of figures like Plato are presented
as sacrosanct, students may be deterred from exploring the full breadth of
philosophical inquiry. They may also miss out on the opportunity to see how these



ancient ideas can be interrogated, challenged, and, in some cases, revised to better
reflect contemporary understanding and values.

In sum, the challenge of uncritical acceptance that arises from sapiolatry poses a
significant barrier to intellectual progress and the cultivation of a vibrant, questioning
intellectual culture. It is only by acknowledging and addressing this challenge that
we can hope to move beyond the confines of excessive reverence and towards a more
dynamic and critical engagement with the wisdom of the past.

B. Oversimplification and Distortion: The Risk of Interpreting Teachings to Suit

Personal or Political Agendas

The allure of sapiolatry, while rooted in a genuine admiration for the wisdom of
historical figures, often leads to an unintended yet significant consequence: the
oversimplification and distortion of their complex and nuanced teachings. This
tendency not only misrepresents the original intent and depth of their philosophies
but also poses a risk of these teachings being co-opted to serve personal or political
agendas. In this process, the rich tapestry of ideas presented by figures such as Plato
is reduced to mere slogans, stripped of their context and complexity.

The oversimplification of philosophical teachings is a direct result of the
idolization inherent in sapiolatry. When reverence for a figure reaches the point
where their words are treated as sacrosanct, there is a natural inclination to distill
their ideas into easily digestible maxims. This reductionism fails to capture the
breadth of their thought and ignores the specific historical and cultural contexts in
which these ideas were developed. As a consequence, the teachings of these revered
figures are often presented in a manner that is not only simplistic but also misleading.

Moreover, the distortion of these teachings to align with personal or political
agendas represents a more insidious aspect of sapiolatry. Given the authority and
respect accorded to figures like Plato, their words carry significant weight. When
selectively quoted or interpreted in a way that supports a particular viewpoint, these
teachings can be weaponized to legitimize ideologies or actions that may be
antithetical to the original philosophy. This manipulation not only misleads the public
but also tarnishes the legacy of the philosopher in question.

The risk of oversimplification and distortion is particularly acute in the age of
social media, where sound bites and quotes are often divorced from their original
context and circulated widely without critical analysis. This environment fosters a
superficial engagement with philosophical ideas, where the depth and complexity of
these teachings are lost in the quest for viral content.

To counteract the consequences of oversimplification and distortion, it is
imperative to foster a critical engagement with the teachings of revered figures. This
involves not only a deeper exploration of their ideas but also an acknowledgment of
the complexity and ambiguity inherent in philosophical inquiry. By moving beyond

4



the superficial allure of sapiolatry, we can appreciate the true depth of wisdom these
figures offer, while remaining vigilant against the misuse of their teachings to serve
narrow interests.

C. The Barrier to Innovation: How Excessive Reverence Can Stifle New Ideas

and Perspectives

In the shadow of sapiolatry, where the wisdom of historical figures is held in
unwavering reverence, lies a subtle yet profound barrier to intellectual and creative
innovation. This excessive adoration, while rooted in a deep respect for the
contributions of these figures, paradoxically serves to limit the scope of inquiry and
exploration in the realms of philosophy, science, and the arts. The consequence of
such unyielding devotion is a stifling of new ideas and perspectives, which are
essential for the growth and advancement of human knowledge and understanding.

The elevation of figures such as Plato to a near-divine status creates an
intellectual environment where questioning or building upon their ideas is often seen
as an act of irreverence. This perception, whether explicit or implicit, discourages
scholars and thinkers from venturing beyond the established boundaries of thought
laid down by these revered figures. The result is a form of intellectual conservatism
that prioritizes the preservation of traditional wisdom over the pursuit of novel
insights and understandings.

Moreover, the barrier to innovation is not merely a matter of individual
reluctance to challenge revered wisdom. It also manifests institutionally, in
educational systems and scholarly discourse, where the canon of accepted knowledge
is heavily influenced by the teachings of historically venerated figures. Curricula are
designed around their works, and academic research often revolves around their
ideas, leaving little room for the exploration of uncharted intellectual territories. This
institutional bias further entrenches the status quo, making it difficult for new ideas
and perspectives to gain traction and recognition.

To overcome the barrier to innovation posed by sapiolatry, it is crucial to
cultivate an intellectual culture that values critical engagement over uncritical
reverence. This involves encouraging a questioning mindset, where the ideas of
revered figures are seen not as sacrosanct truths but as starting points for further
exploration and development. It also requires institutional support for
interdisciplinary research and the integration of diverse perspectives, which can offer
fresh insights and challenge established paradigms.

Moving beyond the constraints of excessive reverence does not mean discarding
the wisdom of figures like Plato. Rather, it means recognizing that true intellectual
progress requires the freedom to question, reinterpret, and build upon their ideas. By
embracing this approach, we can break down the barriers to innovation and pave the
way for a more dynamic and inclusive intellectual landscape.



IV. The Case of Plato

A. Plato's Influence on Western Philosophy and Education

Plato, the Athenian philosopher who lived from 427 to 347 BCE, stands as a
colossus in the annals of Western thought. His contributions to philosophy and
education are not merely historical footnotes but form the bedrock upon which much
of Western intellectual tradition is built. Through his establishment of the Academy,
one of the earliest known organized schools in Western civilization, Plato not only
laid the groundwork for formal education but also fostered an environment where
inquiry and discourse flourished. His influence extends far beyond the confines of his
own time, shaping centuries of philosophical thought, pedagogical methods, and
even the very fabric of Western culture.

Plato’s dialogues, wherein he often features his mentor Socrates engaging in
philosophical discussions, serve as foundational texts in the study of ethics,
epistemology, metaphysics, and political theory. His allegory of the cave, theory of
forms, and notions of justice and the ideal state, among others, are concepts that have
been explored, debated, and reinterpreted across generations. These ideas have not
only informed philosophical discourse but have also permeated literature, art, and
political thought, illustrating the profound and enduring nature of his influence.

In the realm of education, Plato’s impact is equally significant. His vision of
education, as a means to achieve both personal virtue and societal harmony,
underscores many educational philosophies to this day. The dialectical method, a
form of dialogue and inquiry he championed, remains a pedagogical tool for
fostering critical thinking and understanding. Furthermore, his belief in the
importance of a well-rounded education, encompassing not just intellectual but also
moral and physical development, echoes in the holistic educational models of the
modern era.

However, Plato’s influence on Western philosophy and education is not without
its complexities. His idealist philosophy, with its emphasis on immutable forms and
the notion of an objective truth, has been both celebrated for its aspiration towards
universality and critiqued for its potential to dismiss the nuances of the empirical
world. Similarly, his views on governance and the role of the philosopher-king, while
innovative, have sparked debates on the nature of authority and the ideal structure of
society.

B. Instances of Sapiolatry in the Interpretation and Teaching of Plato's Work

The phenomenon of sapiolatry, or the excessive reverence for the wisdom of
historical figures, is vividly illustrated in the interpretation and teaching of Plato's
work. Plato, as one of the pillars of Western philosophy, has had his ideas venerated
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to the extent that they are often treated as sacrosanct, untouchable by critique or
revision. This idolization has manifested in various ways within academic and
philosophical discourse, influencing how his work is approached, interpreted, and
disseminated.

One of the most notable instances of sapiolatry in relation to Plato's work is the
tendency to present his ideas as universally applicable truths, devoid of any historical
or cultural specificity. This approach often glosses over the context in which Plato
was writing, including the political, social, and philosophical milieu of ancient
Greece. By abstracting his ideas from their original context, there is a risk of both
misinterpretation and the application of his concepts in ways that Plato himself might
not have endorsed.

Furthermore, the teaching of Plato's work in educational institutions can
sometimes reflect a form of sapiolatry. Curricula may prioritize his texts as
foundational, to the exclusion or minimization of other philosophical traditions or
perspectives. This can create an environment where students are encouraged to
accept Plato's ideas uncritically, without engaging in the kind of rigorous analysis
and debate that Plato himself valued. The emphasis on rote learning of Platonic
dialogues, rather than encouraging students to question and challenge these ideas,
perpetuates a cycle of uncritical reverence.

Another manifestation of sapiolatry is the selective interpretation of Plato's
work, where certain ideas are elevated while others are ignored or downplayed. This
cherry-picking approach can distort the complexity of Plato's thought and contribute
to a superficial understanding of his philosophy. For example, Plato's theory of forms
is often highlighted for its metaphysical implications, while his notions of societal
organization and the role of the philosopher-king, which may be more controversial
or less palatable to modern sensibilities, are given less attention.

Moreover, the reverence for Plato has sometimes led to the dismissal of
critiques or alternative interpretations of his work. Scholars or thinkers who question
the canonical understanding of Plato or who propose revisions to his ideas can face
resistance or marginalization. This resistance to critique not only stifles academic and
philosophical progress but also contradicts the spirit of inquiry that Plato himself
championed.

C. The Need for a Critical Reassessment of Plato's Contributions and

Limitations

The veneration of Plato as a foundational figure in Western philosophy has often
led to an uncritical acceptance of his ideas, a phenomenon encapsulated by the term
"sapiolatry." However, in the spirit of intellectual integrity and progress, there is a
pressing need for a critical reassessment of Plato's contributions and limitations. This
reevaluation does not seek to diminish Plato's role in the history of thought but aims
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to foster a more nuanced understanding of his work and its relevance to
contemporary issues.

Firstly, a critical reassessment requires acknowledging the historical and
cultural context in which Plato wrote. His philosophical inquiries and solutions were
deeply rooted in the socio-political landscape of ancient Greece. Recognizing this
context is essential for understanding the limitations of applying his ideas directly to
modern problems without adaptation or reinterpretation. For instance, Plato's vision
of an ideal state, governed by philosopher-kings, must be critically examined against
the backdrop of contemporary democratic values and practices.

Secondly, Plato's contributions to epistemology, metaphysics, ethics, and
political philosophy should be revisited with a critical eye towards both their
enduring value and their limitations. While Plato's theory of forms has profoundly
influenced Western thought, it also raises questions about the nature of reality and
our access to knowledge that remain contentious. Engaging critically with these ideas
means exploring alternative viewpoints, both ancient and modern, that challenge or
complement Platonic philosophy.

Moreover, the uncritical reverence for Plato has sometimes led to overlooking
the contributions of other thinkers, not only his contemporaries and successors like
Aristotle but also philosophers from non-Western traditions. A reassessment of
Plato's work should also involve a broader engagement with diverse philosophical
perspectives, thus enriching our understanding of fundamental questions about
knowledge, ethics, and society.

Finally, addressing the limitations of Plato's work involves recognizing the
potential for his ideas to be misinterpreted or misused. For example, Plato's
discussions on the role of art and censorship in society have been appropriated in
various ways throughout history, sometimes in support of authoritarianism. A critical
reassessment must carefully navigate these interpretations, distinguishing between
Plato's intended meanings and their potential misapplications.

In conclusion, the need for a critical reassessment of Plato's contributions and
limitations is not a call to abandon his legacy but to engage with it more deeply and
responsibly. By examining Plato's work through a critical lens, we can appreciate his
profound influence on Western thought while also recognizing the importance of
adapting and challenging his ideas in the light of contemporary issues and knowledge.
This approach honors the spirit of philosophical inquiry that Plato himself
championed, ensuring that his legacy continues to inspire and provoke thoughtful
reflection in an ever-changing world.

V. Moving Beyond Sapiolatry

The journey beyond the confines of sapiolatry, the excessive veneration of the
wisdom of historical figures, necessitates the adoption of strategies that encourage a
more critical and thoughtful engagement with their teachings. This critical
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engagement does not entail a rejection of the valuable insights offered by these
figures but aims to cultivate a more nuanced understanding and application of their
ideas. Below are several strategies that can facilitate this process:

Promoting Historical and Cultural Contextualization: One of the first steps
in moving beyond sapiolatry involves situating the teachings of revered figures
within their historical and cultural contexts. Understanding the conditions under
which these ideas were developed helps to illuminate their intended meanings and
limitations. Educators and scholars should emphasize the socio-political, economic,
and cultural factors that influenced these figures, providing a more grounded
perspective on their work.

Encouraging Comparative Analysis: Fostering a critical engagement with
revered teachings can be greatly enhanced by comparative analysis. This involves
studying the ideas of a revered figure alongside those of their contemporaries,
successors, and even modern thinkers. Such comparisons can highlight differences in
perspective, underlying assumptions, and the evolution of thought, encouraging
learners to critically assess the strengths and weaknesses of each approach.

Facilitating Open Dialogue and Debate: Creating spaces for open dialogue
and debate about the teachings of revered figures is crucial. This could take the form
of discussion groups, seminars, or online forums where diverse interpretations and
critiques are welcomed. Encouraging questions, challenges, and the exploration of
alternative viewpoints fosters a dynamic engagement with these teachings, moving
beyond mere acceptance to a deeper understanding.

Integrating Interdisciplinary Perspectives: The teachings of revered figures
often touch upon multiple areas of human inquiry, including philosophy, science,
ethics, politics, and art. Integrating perspectives from various disciplines can enrich
the analysis of these teachings, revealing their multifaceted implications and
limitations. This interdisciplinary approach encourages learners to draw connections
between different fields of knowledge, enhancing their critical thinking skills.

Emphasizing the Role of Personal Reflection: Encouraging personal
reflection is key to fostering a critical engagement with revered teachings.
Individuals should be prompted to consider how these ideas resonate with or
challenge their own beliefs, values, and experiences. This reflective process can lead
to a more personal and meaningful engagement with the teachings, allowing for their
thoughtful application in contemporary contexts.

Advocating for Continuous Reassessment: Finally, moving beyond sapiolatry
requires an acknowledgment that the interpretation and relevance of revered
teachings are not static. Continuous reassessment, driven by new discoveries, societal
changes, and evolving ethical standards, is necessary. This dynamic approach ensures
that the wisdom of the past is constantly reevaluated in light of present-day
challenges and opportunities.

By adopting these strategies, we can cultivate a more critical, reflective, and
dynamic engagement with the teachings of revered figures. This approach not only



honors their contributions but also recognizes the importance of adapting their
wisdom to address the complexities of the contemporary world.

VI. Conclusion

As we reach the culmination of our exploration into the concept of sapiolatry
and its implications for our engagement with the teachings of revered figures such as
Plato, it becomes evident that the path forward demands a conscious departure from
uncritical adoration. The journey we have embarked upon is not one of dismissal but
of evolution, where we say goodbye to Plato not as a rejection of his wisdom but as
an acknowledgment of our responsibility to engage with it critically, contextually,
and dynamically.

The recognition of sapiolatry as a pervasive influence in our intellectual and
spiritual landscapes serves as a crucial first step towards fostering a more nuanced
and mature relationship with the legacies of historical figures of wisdom. By
understanding the roots of this phenomenon and confronting its consequences, we
challenge ourselves to move beyond the confines of idolization towards a more
profound and questioning engagement with their teachings.

The case of Plato, with his indelible impact on Western thought, illustrates the
necessity of this shift. While his contributions have undeniably shaped the contours
of philosophy, education, and ethics, our examination has revealed the limitations
and potential misinterpretations that can arise from a position of uncritical reverence.
It is through the critical reassessment of Plato's contributions and the encouragement
of a dynamic interpretation of his teachings that we can truly honor his legacy.

As we move beyond sapiolatry, we embrace strategies that foster critical
engagement, contextual understanding, and the dynamic reinterpretation of ancient
wisdom to address contemporary challenges. This approach does not diminish the
value of historical figures like Plato but rather amplifies their relevance by inviting a
dialogue that spans centuries, cultures, and disciplines. It encourages us to extract the
essence of their wisdom while remaining vigilant to the nuances and complexities of
our modern world.

In conclusion, "Say Goodbye to Plato" is not a call to abandon the teachings of
the past but an invitation to engage with them more deeply, critically, and creatively.
It is a recognition that the true value of wisdom lies not in its unchallenged
acceptance but in its capacity to inspire reflection, dialogue, and transformation. As
we bid farewell to the era of sapiolatry, we open ourselves to a richer, more inclusive,
and dynamic exploration of wisdom that transcends time and place. In doing so, we
honor the legacy of Plato and other revered figures not as infallible deities but as
fellow travelers on the quest for understanding, meaning, and enlightenment in the
ever-evolving human story.
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