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The Perfect Past of Atlantis in Plato’s Timaeus 

 
The famous fable of Atlantis originates in Plato’s Timaeus-Critias. Critias presents it as 
forgotten history—and as Socrates’ fictional republic made real. Critias says to Socrates: 
“We’ll translate the citizens and the city you described to us in mythical fashion 
yesterday to the realm of fact, and place it before us as though it were ancient Athens 
itself” (26c-d). Critias (and Plato) appear to turn Socrates’ utopia into history, thus 
rendering a critique of Athens’ imperial adventures. But what does Critias’ transposition 
of myth and history have to do with the main substance of the dialogue, an account of the 
origins of the cosmos? I will examine the relationship of the different modes of story-
telling in Timaeus as the key to understanding its unity—and as a clue to the workings of 
critique. 
 
First, Socrates describes the ideal city in the mode of potentiality (17c-20c). Next, Critias 
tells the “true” story of an ancient war between Athens and Atlantis, transposing 
Socrates’ potentiality into actuality (20c-27b). In the bulk of the dialogue, Timaeus 
speaks in the key of probability, giving a “a likely story” (eikos muthos or eikos logos) of 
how the universe came to be (27c-92c). The relative silence of Hermocrates and the 
fourth absent interlocutor remind us of all the history that goes unwritten, the nonexistent.  
 
I hypothesize that Socrates and Critias’ accounts form both bridge and foil for Timaeus’ 
speech. They move us from futural ideal to ancient history, from which we dive into the 
deep time of Timaeus’ cosmogony. At the same time, Socrates and Critias establish the 
poles of fiction and fact between which Timaeus’ speech comfortably settles. What, then, 
do these modes have to teach us about critical theory? How can the movement between 
ideal, actual, and probable re-animate critique? 
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