Selections from Plato’s Phaedo
(Benjamin Jowett, trans.)

Assignment for Wed. 10/20

[Socrates, who is awaiting his execution, has been arguing that a philosopher
should welcome death. In particular, he has argued, in part by way of
considerations we will look at next time, that the soul has best access to truth
when it is freed from the body.]

77d-84b
. I suspect that you and Simmias would be glad to probe the
argument further; like children, you are haunted with a fear that when
the soul leaves the body, the wind may really blow her away and
scatter her; especially if a man should happen to die in stormy weather
and not when the sky is calm.

Cebes answered with a smile: Then, Socrates, you must argue us
out of our fears—and yet, strictly speaking, they are not our fears, but
there is a child within us to whom death is a sort of hobgoblin; him too
we must persuade not to be afraid when he is alone with him in the
dark.

Socrates said: Let the voice of the charmer be applied daily until
you have charmed him away.

And where shall we find a good charmer of our fears, Socrates,
when you are gone?

Hellas, he replied, is a large place, Cebes, and has many good men,
and there are barbarous races not a few: seek for him among them all,
far and wide, sparing neither pains nor money; for there is no better
way of using your money. And you must not forget to seek for him
among yourselves too; for he is nowhere more likely to be found.

The search, replied Cebes, shall certainly be made. And now, if you
please, let us return to the point of the argument at which we
digressed.

By all means, replied Socrates; what else should I please?

Very good, he said.

Must we not, said Socrates, ask ourselves some question of this
sort?—What is that which, as we imagine, is liable to be scattered
away, and about which we fear? and what again is that about which we
have no fear? And then we may proceed to inquire whether that which
suffers dispersion is or is not of the nature of soul—our hopes and
fears as to our own souls will turn upon that.

That is true, he said.

Now the compound or composite may be supposed to be naturally
capable of being dissolved in like manner as of being compounded;

but that which is uncompounded, and that only, must be, if anything is,
indissoluble.

Yes; that is what I should imagine, said Cebes.

And the uncompounded may be assumed to be the same and
unchanging, where the compound is always changing and never the
same?

That I also think, he said.

Then now let us return to the previous discussion. Is that idea or
essence, which in the dialectical process we define as essence of true
existence —whether essence of equality, beauty, or anything else: are
these essences, I say, liable at times to some degree of change? or are
they each of them always what they are, having the same simple,
self-existent and unchanging forms, and not admitting of variation at
all, or in any way, or at any time?

They must be always the same, Socrates, replied Cebes.

And what would you say of the many beautiful —whether men or
horses or garments or any other things which may be called equal or
beautiful —are they all unchanging and the same always, or quite the
reverse? May they not rather be described as almost always changing
and hardly ever the same either with themselves or with one another?

The latter, replied Cebes; they are always in a state of change.

And these you can touch and see and perceive with the senses, but
the unchanging things you can only perceive with the mind—they are
invisible and are not seen?

That is very true, he said.

Well, then, he added, let us suppose that there are two sorts of
existences, one seen, the other unseen.

Let us suppose them.

The seen is the changing, and the unseen is the unchanging.

That may be also supposed.

And, further, is not one part of us body, and the rest of us soul?

To be sure.

And to which class may we say that the body is more alike and
akin?

Clearly to the seen: no one can doubt that.

And is the soul seen or not seen?

Not by man, Socrates.

And by “seen” and “not seen” is meant by us that which is or is not
visible to the eye of man?

Yes, to the eye of man.

And what do we say of the soul? is that seen or not seen?

Not seen.

Unseen then?

Yes.

Then the soul is more like to the unseen, and the body to the seen?

2



That is most certain, Socrates.

And were we not saying long ago that the soul when using the body
as an instrument of perception, that is to say, when using the sense of
sight or hearing or some other sense (for the meaning of perceiving
through the body is perceiving through the senses)—were we not
saying that the soul too is then dragged by the body into the region of
the changeable, and wanders and is confused; the world spins round
her, and she is like a drunkard when under their influence?

Very true.

But when returning into herself she reflects; then she passes into the
realm of purity, and eternity, and immortality, and unchangeableness,
which are her kindred, and with them she ever lives, when she is by
herself and is not let or hindered; then she ceases from her erring
ways, and being in communion with the unchanging is unchanging.
And this state of the soul is called wisdom?

That is well and truly said, Socrates, he replied.

And to which class is the soul more nearly alike and akin, as far as
may be inferred from this argument, as well as from the preceding
one?

I think, Socrates, that, in the opinion of everyone who follows the
argument, the soul will be infinitely more like the unchangeable even
the most stupid person will not deny that.

And the body is more like the changing?

Yes.

Yet once more consider the matter in this light: When the soul and
the body are united, then nature orders the soul to rule and govern, and
the body to obey and serve.

Now which of these two functions is akin to the divine? and which
to the mortal? Does not the divine appear to you to be that which
naturally orders and rules, and the mortal that which is subject and
servant?

True.

And which does the soul resemble?

The soul resembles the divine and the body the mortal —there can
be no doubt of that, Socrates.

Then reflect, Cebes: is not the conclusion of the whole matter
this? —that the soul is in the very likeness of the divine, and immortal,
and intelligible, and uniform, and indissoluble, and unchangeable; and
the body is in the very likeness of the human, and mortal, and
unintelligible, and multiform, and dissoluble, and changeable. Can
this, my dear Cebes, be denied?

No, indeed.

But if this is true, then is not the body liable to speedy dissolution?
and is not the soul almost or altogether indissoluble?

Certainly.

And do you further observe, that after a man is dead, the body,
which is the visible part of man, and has a visible framework, which is
called a corpse, and which would naturally be dissolved and
decomposed and dissipated, is not dissolved or decomposed at once,
but may remain for a good while, if the constitution be sound at the
time of death, and the season of the year favorable? For the body when
shrunk and embalmed, as is the custom in Egypt, may remain almost
entire through infinite ages; and even in decay, still there are some
portions, such as the bones and ligaments, which are practically
indestructible. You allow that?

Yes.

And are we to suppose that the soul, which is invisible, in passing to
the true Hades, which like her is invisible, and pure, and noble, and on
her way to the good and wise God, whither, if God will, my soul is
also soon to go—that the soul, I repeat, if this be her nature and origin,
is blown away and perishes immediately on quitting the body as the
many say? That can never be, dear Simmias and Cebes. The truth
rather is that the soul which is pure at departing draws after her no
bodily taint, having never voluntarily had connection with the body,
which she is ever avoiding, herself gathered into herself (for such
abstraction has been the study of her life). And what does this mean
but that she has been a true disciple of philosophy and has practised
how to die easily? And is not philosophy the practice of death?

Certainly.

That soul, I say, herself invisible, departs to the invisible world—to
the divine and immortal and rational: thither arriving, she lives in bliss
and is released from the error and folly of men, their fears and wild
passions and all other human ills, and forever dwells, as they say of
the initiated, in company with the gods. Is not this true, Cebes?

Yes, said Cebes, beyond a doubt.

But the soul which has been polluted, and is impure at the time of
her departure, and is the companion and servant of the body always,
and is in love with and fascinated by the body and by the desires and
pleasures of the body, until she is led to believe that the truth only
exists in a bodily form, which a man may touch and see and taste and
use for the purposes of his lusts—the soul, I mean, accustomed to hate
and fear and avoid the intellectual principle, which to the bodily eye is
dark and invisible, and can be attained only by philosophy —do you
suppose that such a soul as this will depart pure and unalloyed?

That is impossible, he replied.

She is engrossed by the corporeal, which the continual association
and constant care of the body have made natural to her.

Very true.

And this, my friend, may be conceived to be that heavy, weighty,
earthy element of sight by which such a soul is depressed and dragged
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down again into the visible world, because she is afraid of the
invisible and of the world below—prowling about tombs and
sepulchres, in the neighborhood of which, as they tell us, are seen
certain ghostly apparitions of souls which have not departed pure, but
are cloyed with sight and therefore visible.

That is very likely, Socrates.

Yes, that is very likely, Cebes; and these must be the souls, not of
the good, but of the evil, who are compelled to wander about such
places in payment of the penalty of their former evil way of life; and
they continue to wander until the desire which haunts them is satisfied
and they are imprisoned in another body. And they may be supposed
to be fixed in the same natures which they had in their former life.

What natures do you mean, Socrates?

I mean to say that men who have followed after gluttony, and
wantonness, and drunkenness, and have had no thought of avoiding
them, would pass into asses and animals of that sort. What do you
think?

I think that exceedingly probable.

And those who have chosen the portion of injustice, and tyranny,
and violence, will pass into wolves, or into hawks and kites; whither
else can we suppose them to go?

Yes, said Cebes; that is doubtless the place of natures such as theirs.
And there is no difficulty, he said, in assigning to all of them places
answering to their several natures and propensities?

There is not, he said.

Even among them some are happier than others; and the happiest
both in themselves and their place of abode are those who have
practised the civil and social virtues which are called temperance and
justice, and are acquired by habit and attention without philosophy and
mind.

Why are they the happiest?

Because they may be expected to pass into some gentle, social
nature which is like their own, such as that of bees or ants, or even
back again into the form of man, and just and moderate men spring
from them.

That is not impossible.

But he who is a philosopher or lover of learning, and is entirely
pure at departing, is alone permitted to reach the gods. And this is the
reason, Simmias and Cebes, why the true votaries of philosophy
abstain from all fleshly lusts, and endure and refuse to give themselves
up to them —not because they fear poverty or the ruin of their families,
like the lovers of money, and the world in general; nor like the lovers
of power and honor, because they dread the dishonor or disgrace of
evil deeds.

No, Socrates, that would not become them, said Cebes.
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No, indeed, he replied; and therefore they who have a care of their
souls, and do not merely live in the fashions of the body, say farewell
to all this; they will not walk in the ways of the blind: and when
philosophy offers them purification and release from evil, they feel
that they ought not to resist her influence, and to her they incline, and
whither she leads they follow her.

What do you mean, Socrates?

I will tell you, he said. The lovers of knowledge are conscious that
their souls, when philosophy receives them, are simply fastened and
glued to their bodies: the soul is only able to view existence through
the bars of a prison, and not in her own nature; she is wallowing in the
mire of all ignorance; and philosophy, seeing the terrible nature of her
confinement, and that the captive through desire is led to conspire in
her own captivity (for the lovers of knowledge are aware that this was
the original state of the soul, and that when she was in this state
philosophy received and gently counseled her, and wanted to release
her, pointing out to her that the eye is full of deceit, and also the ear
and other senses, and persuading her to retire from them in all but the
necessary use of them and to be gathered up and collected into herself,
and to trust only to herself and her own intuitions of absolute
existence, and mistrust that which comes to her through others and is
subject to vicissitude)—philosophy shows her that this is visible and
tangible, but that what she sees in her own nature is intellectual and
invisible. And the soul of the true philosopher thinks that she ought
not to resist this deliverance, and therefore abstains from pleasures and
desires and pains and fears, as far as she is able; reflecting that when a
man has great joys or sorrows or fears or desires he suffers from them,
not the sort of evil which might be anticipated—as, for example, the
loss of his health or property, which he has sacrificed to his lusts—but
he has suffered an evil greater far, which is the greatest and worst of
all evils, and one of which he never thinks.

And what is that, Socrates? said Cebes.

Why, this: When the feeling of pleasure or pain in the soul is most
intense, all of us naturally suppose that the object of this intense
feeling is then plainest and truest: but this is not the case.

Very true.

And this is the state in which the soul is most enthralled by the
body.

How is that?

Why, because each pleasure and pain is a sort of nail which nails
and rivets the soul to the body, and engrosses her and makes her
believe that to be true which the body affirms to be true; and from
agreeing with the body and having the same delights she is obliged to
have the same habits and ways, and is not likely ever to be pure at her
departure to the world below, but is always saturated with the body; so
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that she soon sinks into another body and there germinates and grows,
and has therefore no part in the communion of the divine and pure and
simple.

That is most true, Socrates, answered Cebes.

And this, Cebes, is the reason why the true lovers of knowledge are
temperate and brave; and not for the reason which the world gives.

Certainly not.

Certainly not! For not in that way does the soul of a philosopher
reason; she will not ask philosophy to release her in order that when
released she may deliver herself up again to the thraldom of pleasures
and pains, doing a work only to be undone again, weaving instead of
unweaving her Penelope’s web. But she will make herself a calm of
passion and follow Reason, and dwell in her, beholding the true and
divine (which is not matter of opinion), and thence derive
nourishment. Thus she seeks to live while she lives, and after death
she hopes to go to her own kindred and to be freed from human ills.
Never fear, Simmias and Cebes, that a soul which has been thus
nurtured and has had these pursuits, will at her departure from the
body be scattered and blown away by the winds and be nowhere and
nothing.

Assignment for Fri. 10/22

[This assignment consists of three selections. The first appears in the dialogue
before the one we discussed last time. It provides background for the second,
which comes almost immediately after last time’s selection. The third is a
short selection from later in the dialogue.]

73a-76a

But tell me, Cebes, said Simmias, interposing, what proofs are
given of this doctrine of recollection? I am not very sure at this
moment that [ remember them.

One excellent proof, said Cebes, is afforded by questions. If you put
a question to a person in a right way, he will give a true answer of
himself; but how could he do this unless there were knowledge and
right reason already in him? And this is most clearly shown when he is
taken to a diagram or to anything of that sort.

But if, said Socrates, you are still incredulous, Simmias, I would ask
you whether you may not agree with me when you look at the matter
in another way; I mean, if you are still incredulous as to whether
knowledge is recollection.

Incredulous, I am not, said Simmias; but I want to have this
doctrine of recollection brought to my own recollection, and, from
what Cebes has said, I am beginning to recollect and be convinced;
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but I should still like to hear what more you have to say.

This is what I would say, he replied: We should agree, if I am not
mistaken, that what a man recollects he must have known at some
previous time.

Very true.

And what is the nature of this recollection? And, in asking this, I
mean to ask whether, when a person has already seen or heard or in
any way perceived anything, and he knows not only that, but
something else of which he has not the same, but another knowledge,
we may not fairly say that he recollects that which comes into his
mind. Are we agreed about that?

What do you mean?

I mean what I may illustrate by the following instance: The
knowledge of a lyre is not the same as the knowledge of a man?

True.

And yet what is the feeling of lovers when they recognize a lyre, or
a garment, or anything else which the beloved has been in the habit of
using? Do not they, from knowing the lyre, form in the mind’s eye an
image of the youth to whom the lyre belongs? And this is recollection:
and in the same way anyone who sees Simmias may remember Cebes;
and there are endless other things of the same nature.

Yes, indeed, there are—endless, replied Simmias.

And this sort of thing, he said, is recollection, and is most
commonly a process of recovering that which has been forgotten
through time and inattention.

Very true, he said.

Well; and may you not also from seeing the picture of a horse or a
lyre remember a man? and from the picture of Simmias, you may be
led to remember Cebes?

True.

Or you may also be led to the recollection of Simmias himself?

True, he said.

And in all these cases, the recollection may be derived from things
either like or unlike?

That is true.

And when the recollection is derived from like things, then there is
sure to be another question, which is, whether the likeness of that
which is recollected is in any way defective or not.

Very true, he said.

And shall we proceed a step further, and affirm that there is such a
thing as equality, not of wood with wood, or of stone with stone, but
that, over and above this, there is equality in the abstract? Shall we
affirm this?

Affirm, yes, and swear to it, replied Simmias, with all the
confidence in life.



And do we know the nature of this abstract essence?

To be sure, he said.

And whence did we obtain this knowledge? Did we not see
equalities of material things, such as pieces of wood and stones, and
gather from them the idea of an equality which is different from
them?—you will admit that? Or look at the matter again in this way:
Do not the same pieces of wood or stone appear at one time equal, and
at another time unequal?

That is certain.

But are real equals ever unequal? or is the idea of equality ever
inequality?

That surely was never yet known, Socrates.

Then these (so-called) equals are not the same with the idea of
equality?

I should say, clearly not, Socrates.

And yet from these equals, although differing from the idea of
equality, you conceived and attained that idea?

Very true, he said.

Which might be like, or might be unlike them?

Yes.

But that makes no difference; whenever from seeing one thing you
conceived another, whether like or unlike, there must surely have been
an act of recollection?

Very true.

But what would you say of equal portions of wood and stone, or
other material equals? and what is the impression produced by them?
Are they equals in the same sense as absolute equality? or do they fall
short of this in a measure?

Yes, he said, in a very great measure, too.

And must we not allow that when I or anyone look at any object,
and perceive that the object aims at being some other thing, but falls
short of, and cannot attain to it—he who makes this observation must
have had previous knowledge of that to which, as he says, the other,
although similar, was inferior?

Certainly.

And has not this been our case in the matter of equals and of
absolute equality?

Precisely.

Then we must have known absolute equality previously to the time
when we first saw the material equals, and reflected that all these
apparent equals aim at this absolute equality, but fall short of it?

That is true.

And we recognize also that this absolute equality has only been
known, and can only be known, through the medium of sight or touch,
or of some other sense. And this I would affirm of all such
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conceptions.

Yes, Socrates, as far as the argument is concerned, one of them is
the same as the other.

And from the senses, then, is derived the knowledge that all
sensible things aim at an idea of equality of which they fall short—is
not that true?

Yes.

Then before we began to see or hear or perceive in any way, we
must have had a knowledge of absolute equality, or we could not have
referred to that the equals which are derived from the senses—for to
that they all aspire, and of that they fall short?

That, Socrates, is certainly to be inferred from the previous
statements.

And did we not see and hear and acquire our other senses as soon as
we were born?

Certainly.

Then we must have acquired the knowledge of the ideal equal at
some time previous to this?

Yes.

That is to say, before we were born, I suppose?

True.

And if we acquired this knowledge before we were born, and were
born having it, then we also knew before we were born and at the
instant of birth not only equal or the greater or the less, but all other
ideas; for we are not speaking only of equality absolute, but of beauty,
goodness, justice, holiness, and all which we stamp with the name of
essence in the dialectical process, when we ask and answer questions.
Of all this we may certainly affirm that we acquired the knowledge
before birth?

That is true.

But if, after having acquired, we have not forgotten that which we
acquired, then we must always have been born with knowledge, and
shall always continue to know as long as life lasts—for knowing is the
acquiring and retaining knowledge and not forgetting. Is not
forgetting, Simmias, just the losing of knowledge?

Quite true, Socrates.

But if the knowledge which we acquired before birth was lost by us
at birth, and afterwards by the use of the senses we recovered that
which we previously knew, will not that which we call learning be a
process of recovering our knowledge, and may not this be rightly
termed recollection by us?

Very true.

For this is clear, that when we perceived something, either by the
help of sight or hearing, or some other sense, there was no difficulty in
receiving from this a conception of some other thing like or unlike
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which had been forgotten and which was associated with this; and
therefore, as I was saying, one of two alternatives follows: either we
had this knowledge at birth, and continued to know through life; or,
after birth, those who are said to learn only remember, and learning is
recollection only.

85d-86d

... And now, as you bid me, I will venture to question you, as I
should not like to reproach myself hereafter with not having said at the
time what I think. For when I consider the matter either alone or with
Cebes, the argument does certainly appear to me, Socrates, to be not
sufficient.

Socrates answered: I dare say, my friend, that you may be right, but
I should like to know in what respect the argument is not sufficient.

In this respect, replied Simmias: Might not a person use the same
argument about harmony and the lyre—might he not say that harmony
is a thing invisible, incorporeal, fair, divine, abiding in the lyre which
is harmonized, but that the lyre and the strings are matter and material,
composite, earthy, and akin to mortality? And when someone breaks
the lyre, or cuts and rends the strings, then he who takes this view
would argue as you do, and on the same analogy, that the harmony
survives and has not perished; for you cannot imagine, as we would
say, that the lyre without the strings, and the broken strings
themselves, remain, and yet that the harmony, which is of heavenly
and immortal nature and kindred, has perished—and perished too
before the mortal. The harmony, he would say, certainly exists
somewhere, and the wood and strings will decay before that decays.
For I suspect, Socrates, that the notion of the soul which we are all of
us inclined to entertain, would also be yours, and that you too would
conceive the body to be strung up, and held together, by the elements
of hot and cold, wet and dry, and the like, and that the soul is the
harmony or due proportionate admixture of them. And, if this is true,
the inference clearly is that when the strings of the body are unduly
loosened or overstrained through disorder or other injury, then the
soul, though most divine, like other harmonies of music or of the
works of art, of course perishes at once, although the material remains
of the body may last for a considerable time, until they are either
decayed or burnt. Now if anyone maintained that the soul, being the
harmony of the elements of the body, first perishes in that which is
called death, how shall we answer him?

91e-95a
... What did you think, he said, of that part of the argument in
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which we said that knowledge was recollection only, and inferred
from this that the soul must have previously existed somewhere else
before she was enclosed in the body? Cebes said that he had been
wonderfully impressed by that part of the argument, and that his
conviction remained unshaken. Simmias agreed, and added that he
himself could hardly imagine the possibility of his ever thinking
differently about that.

But, rejoined Socrates, you will have to think differently, my
Theban friend, if you still maintain that harmony is a compound, and
that the soul is a harmony which is made out of strings set in the frame
of the body; for you will surely never allow yourself to say that a
harmony is prior to the elements which compose the harmony.

No, Socrates, that is impossible.

But do you not see that you are saying this when you say that the
soul existed before she took the form and body of man, and was made
up of elements which as yet had no existence? For harmony is not a
sort of thing like the soul, as you suppose; but first the lyre, and the
strings, and the sounds exist in a state of discord, and then harmony is
made last of all, and perishes first. And how can such a notion of the
soul as this agree with the other?

Not at all, replied Simmias.

And yet, he said, there surely ought to be harmony when harmony
is the theme of discourse.

There ought, replied Simmias.

But there is no harmony, he said, in the two propositions that
knowledge is recollection, and that the soul is a harmony. Which of
them, then, will you retain?

I think, he replied, that I have a much stronger faith, Socrates, in the
first of the two, which has been fully demonstrated to me, than in the
latter, which has not been demonstrated at all, but rests only on
probable and plausible grounds; and I know too well that these
arguments from probabilities are impostors, and unless great caution is
observed in the use of them they are apt to be deceptive—in geometry,
and in other things too. But the doctrine of knowledge and recollection
has been proven to me on trustworthy grounds; and the proof was that
the soul must have existed before she came into the body, because to
her belongs the essence of which the very name implies existence.
Having, as I am convinced, rightly accepted this conclusion, and on
sufficient grounds, I must, as I suppose, cease to argue or allow others
to argue that the soul is a harmony.

Let me put the matter, Simmias, he said, in another point of view:
Do you imagine that a harmony or any other composition can be in a
state other than that of the elements out of which it is compounded?

Certainly not.

Or do or suffer anything other than they do or suffer?
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He agreed.

Then a harmony does not lead the parts or elements which make up
the harmony, but only follows them.

He assented.

For harmony cannot possibly have any motion, or sound, or other
quality which is opposed to the parts.

That would be impossible, he replied.

And does not every harmony depend upon the manner in which the
elements are harmonized?

I do not understand you, he said.

I mean to say that a harmony admits of degrees, and is more of a
harmony, and more completely a harmony, when more completely
harmonized, if that be possible; and less of a harmony, and less
completely a harmony, when less harmonized.

True.

But does the soul admit of degrees? or is one soul in the very least
degree more or less, or more or less completely, a soul than another?

Not in the least.

Yet surely one soul is said to have intelligence and virtue, and to be
good, and another soul is said to have folly and vice, and to be an evil
soul: and this is said truly?

Yes, truly.

But what will those who maintain the soul to be a harmony say of
this presence of virtue and vice in the soul?— Will they say that there
is another harmony, and another discord, and that the virtuous soul is
harmonized, and herself being a harmony has another harmony within
her, and that the vicious soul is inharmonical and has no harmony
within her?

I cannot say, replied Simmias; but I suppose that something of that
kind would be asserted by those who take this view.

And the admission is already made that no soul is more a soul than
another; and this is equivalent to admitting that harmony is not more
or less harmony, or more or less completely a harmony?

Quite true.

And that which is not more or less a harmony is not more or less
harmonized?

True.

And that which is not more or less harmonized cannot have more or
less of harmony, but only an equal harmony?

Yes, an equal harmony.

Then one soul not being more or less absolutely a soul than another,
is not more or less harmonized?

Exactly.

And therefore has neither more nor less of harmony or of discord?

She has not.
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And having neither more nor less of harmony or of discord, one
soul has no more vice or virtue than another, if vice be discord and
virtue harmony?

Not at all more.

Or speaking more correctly, Simmias, the soul, if she is a harmony,
will never have any vice; because a harmony, being absolutely a
harmony, has no part in the inharmonical?

No.

And therefore a soul which is absolutely a soul has no vice?

How can she have, consistently with the preceding argument?

Then, according to this, if the souls of all animals are equally and
absolutely souls, they will be equally good?

I agree with you, Socrates, he said.

And can all this be true, think you? he said; and are all these
consequences admissible—which nevertheless seem to follow from
the assumption that the soul is a harmony?

Certainly not, he said.

Once more, he said, what ruling principle is there of human things
other than the soul, and especially the wise soul? Do you know of
any?

Indeed, I do not.

And is the soul in agreement with the affections of the body? or is
she at variance with them? For example, when the body is hot and
thirsty, does not the soul incline us against drinking? and when the
body is hungry, against eating? And this is only one instance out of ten
thousand of the opposition of the soul to the things of the body.

Very true.

But we have already acknowledged that the soul, being a harmony,
can never utter a note at variance with the tensions and relaxations and
vibrations and other affections of the strings out of which she is
composed; she can only follow, she cannot lead them?

Yes, he said, we acknowledged that, certainly.

And yet do we not now discover the soul to be doing the exact
opposite—leading the elements of which she is believed to be
composed; almost always opposing and coercing them in all sorts of
ways throughout life, sometimes more violently with the pains of
medicine and gymnastic; then again more gently; threatening and also
reprimanding the desires, passions, fears, as if talking to a thing which
is not herself, as Homer in the “Odyssey” represents Odysseus doing
in the words,

“ He beat his breast, and thus reproached his heart:
Endure, my heart; far worse hast thou endured! ”

Do you think that Homer could have written this under the idea that
the soul is a harmony capable of being led by the affections of the
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body, and not rather of a nature which leads and masters them; and
herself a far diviner thing than any harmony?

Yes, Socrates, I quite agree to that.

Then, my friend, we can never be right in saying that the soul is a
harmony, for that would clearly contradict the divine Homer as well as
ourselves.

True, he said.

97b-99c¢

... I heard someone who had a book of Anaxagoras, as he said, out
of which he read that mind was the disposer and cause of all, and I
was quite delighted at the notion of this, which appeared admirable,
and I said to myself: If mind is the disposer, mind will dispose all for
the best, and put each particular in the best place; and I argued that if
anyone desired to find out the cause of the generation or destruction or
existence of anything, he must find out what state of being or suffering
or doing was best for that thing, and therefore a man had only to
consider the best for himself and others, and then he would also know
the worse, for that the same science comprised both. And I rejoiced to
think that I had found in Anaxagoras a teacher of the causes of
existence such as I desired, and I imagined that he would tell me first
whether the earth is flat or round; and then he would further explain
the cause and the necessity of this, and would teach me the nature of
the best and show that this was best; and if he said that the earth was
in the centre, he would explain that this position was the best, and I
should be satisfied if this were shown to me, and not want any other
sort of cause. And I thought that I would then go and ask him about
the sun and moon and stars, and that he would explain to me their
comparative swiftness, and their returnings and various states, and
how their several affections, active and passive, were all for the best.
For I could not imagine that when he spoke of mind as the disposer of
them, he would give any other account of their being as they are,
except that this was best; and I thought when he had explained to me
in detail the cause of each and the cause of all, he would go on to
explain to me what was best for each and what was best for all. I had
hopes which I would not have sold for much, and I seized the books
and read them as fast as I could in my eagerness to know the better
and the worse.

What hopes I had formed, and how grievously was I disappointed!
As I proceeded, I found my philosopher altogether forsaking mind or
any other principle of order, but having recourse to air, and ether, and
water, and other eccentricities. I might compare him to a person who
began by maintaining generally that mind is the cause of the actions of
Socrates, but who, when he endeavored to explain the causes of my
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several actions in detail, went on to show that I sit here because my
body is made up of bones and muscles; and the bones, as he would
say, are hard and have ligaments which divide them, and the muscles
are elastic, and they cover the bones, which have also a covering or
environment of flesh and skin which contains them; and as the bones
are lifted at their joints by the contraction or relaxation of the muscles,
I am able to bend my limbs, and this is why I am sitting here in a
curved posture: that is what he would say, and he would have a similar
explanation of my talking to you, which he would attribute to sound,
and air, and hearing, and he would assign ten thousand other causes of
the same sort, forgetting to mention the true cause, which is that the
Athenians have thought fit to condemn me, and accordingly I have
thought it better and more right to remain here and undergo my
sentence; for I am inclined to think that these muscles and bones of
mine would have gone off to Megara or Boeotia—by the dog of Egypt
they would, if they had been guided only by their own idea of what
was best, and if I had not chosen as the better and nobler part, instead
of playing truant and running away, to undergo any punishment which
the State inflicts. There is surely a strange confusion of causes and
conditions in all this. It may be said, indeed, that without bones and
muscles and the other parts of the body I cannot execute my purposes.
But to say that I do as I do because of them, and that this is the way in
which mind acts, and not from the choice of the best, is a very careless
and idle mode of speaking. I wonder that they cannot distinguish the
cause from the condition, which the many, feeling about in the dark,
are always mistaking and misnaming. And thus one man makes a
vortex all round and steadies the earth by the heaven; another gives the
air as a support to the earth, which is a sort of broad trough. Any
power which in disposing them as they are disposes them for the best
never enters into their minds, nor do they imagine that there is any
superhuman strength in that; they rather expect to find another Atlas of
the world who is stronger and more everlasting and more containing
than the good is, and are clearly of opinion that the obligatory and
containing power of the good is as nothing; and yet this is the
principle which I would fain learn if anyone would teach me....
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