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h in  présentant ce volume des Entretiens, nous nous excusons de ne 
pouvoir, à notre grand regret, donner le texte intégral des discus­
sions, comme dans les volumes précédents. Des raisons techniques 
nous en ont empêchés. M . Gigon a eu la complaisance de rédiger 
des résumés de ces discussions. Le vol. iv (sous presse) et le volume 

suivant contiendront de nouveau les discussions intégrales.
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Plato’s Views on the Nature 
of the Soul





PLATO’S VIEWS ON THE NATURE 
OF THE SOUL

W h e n  our host did me the great honour of inviting me to 
take part in these ‘Entretiens’, I was doubtful whether I 
ought to accept. The discussions proposed for this year 
seemed to be concerned with the thought of later antiquity 
and the early Christian world, and I felt that although I 
should be keenly interested to hear them, I was less competent 
to make a worthwhile contribution of my own in this sphere 
than in the period up to Aristotle. When however I look 
at the titles chosen by the other speakers in our symposium, 
and see that they deal to a considerable extent with the legacy 
of Plato’s thought on its religious side, I am hopeful that it 
may be of interest if as a beginning, before we launch out 
on the vast ocean of Platonic influence, I say something 
about the teaching of Plato himself on a theme so important 
to rehgious philosophy as the nature and fate of the human 
soul.

This subject is certainly not one which has been neglected 
by scholars in the past. Yet although it has been subjected to 
repeated scrutiny, it remains true, as one of the most recent 
writers has remarked, that “the problem of the tripartite 
soul is among the thorniest of all Platonic problems, and in 
spite of a vast amoimt of discussion hi recent years, it cannot 
be said to be solved.”1 The obvious truth of this statement, 
and the fact that, as it seems to me, one important point in 
particular has been overlooked in previous attempts at 
explanation, form my justification for raising the topic again.

The questions which I wish to reopen are these: What 
were Plato’s beliefs about the nature of the human soul?

I. R . Hackforth, Plato’s Phaedrus (1952), p. 75.
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In what sense did he believe it to be immortal? How far 
is he consistent in what he says about it in the dialogues? 
I take it that we should agree on two things, and in what 
follows I shall assume them to be true. Both have been well 
expressed by Professor Dodds. First, “Plato’s philosophy 
did not spring forth fully mature, either from his own head 
or from the head of Socrates”, but is “an organic thing which 
changed, partly in obedience to its inner law of growth, 
but partly also in response to external stimuli”.1 Second, 
Plato admitted two levels of truth, which may roughly be 
called truths of religion and truths of reason. There will 
always be some truths, and those the highest, which cannot 
be proved dialectically but must be conveyed in the form 
of myth, the details of which can claim only probability, not 
precise accuracy. At the same time he regarded it as the phi­
losopher’s duty to push back the frontiers of reason and win 
for it all possible ground from the domain of mythical 
imagery.2 As an example, we may say that immortality 
was for Plato a matter of rational proof, whereas what 
befell the immortal part of us after death could only be hinted 
at in a ιερός λόγος.

Having made these two points, I had better add that never­
theless I shall be arguing for a greater measure of consis­
tency in Plato’s thought than is usually granted by his 
interpreters.

I have put some questions in general terms. The specific 
problem which they raise, and which has always been the 
centre of argument, is this: Did Plato consider the soul as 
in its own essence simple or composite, and if the latter, 
did he believe that the whole of it was immortal, or only 
the highest part? (I use the English word ‘soul’, but it must be 
supposed in every case to stand for the Greek ψυχή.)

The mind and personality of Socrates formed the starting-

1. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (1951), p. 208.
2. Compare Dodds, Plato and the Irrational, JHS 1945, pp. 23 f.
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point of Plato’s philosophy, and remained its inspiration 
throughout his life. Where he went beyond Socrates, as 
of course he did, it was never (so I believe) with the intention 
of contradicting him, but rather of putting Iris simple, 
practical teaching on an unassailable theoretical basis. From 
him he would learn that the chief end of man is to look 
after the well-being of his soul, and that this θεραπεία ψυχής 
is a τέχνη (Laches 185e) acquired by rigorous self-examination 
and an understanding of the meaning of ethical terms, which 
in turn is gained by the method of “common search”, that 
is of question and answer between two people acting in a 
spirit of mutual helpfulness and friendship. Since full un­
derstanding would inevitably reveal itself in right action, 
virtue is knowledge and no one sins willingly. For Socrates 
the “soul” that is to be cultivated is clearly the mind or 
understanding (νους). The life extolled is the rational life, 
though this is no reason why he should not have said, as 
Xenophon makes him say [Mem. 4.3.14), that the soul of man 
has something divine in it. I think myself, with Erland 
Ehnmark,1 that he believed it destined for a blessed immortali­
ty, but for the present purpose we can leave this controversial 
question aside.

The Phaedo reads like a defence of this Socratic view, 
though a defence carried on by means of doctrines which go 
beyond anything that Socrates himself is likely to have said. 
The supremacy of the soul, its identity with the intellect, 
the need to cultivate it and render it as independent of the 
body as possible, all these are emphasized by every means at 
Plato’s disposal. Moreover its immortality is made to depend 
on its singleness of nature, for nothing composite can be 
immune from destruction (78c). The idea of the composition 
of the soul out of several elements is worked out in the 
Republic, but more than hinted at in the Gorgias (503 ff.), 
where it is difficult to agree with Frutiger that “le principe 
I .  Socrates and the Immortality o f the Soul, Eranus 1946, pp. 105-122.
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de la simplicité de l’âme est encore maintenu”.1 Starting 
from his favourite analogy with the crafts, Plato’s Socrates 
describes the making of an artefact as in every case a process 
of so arranging and fitting together a number of different 
parts or elements that they take their place in the structure 
of a new whole, which is to be a τεταγμένον καί κεκοσμημένον 
πράγμα. Trainers do the same for the body -  κοσμοϋσι καί 
συντάττουσι -  and the health of the soul depends similarly on 
its attainment of κόσμος and τάξις, which must surely imply 
the presence of parts within it.

Here, however, no more is said, and the approach certainly 
seems tentative. Rep. iv gives us the full and explicit partition 
of the soul into reason, appetite and the intermediate element 
of θυμός. Nor can we water down this doctrine by speaking 
loosely of “aspects” of an essentially unitary soul, instead of 
“parts” of a composite one. Not only are the words μέρη 
and είδος used as well as γένη, but such an interpretation 
is forbidden by Plato’s appeal to a precise statement of the 
law of contradiction at 426 b. With this, however, has to be 
compared the passage in Book x (611 a if.), where Plato 
reminds us that it is difficult for a σύνθετον, such as we have 
just seen the soul to be, to be eternal, especially when, 
as in this case, it does not seem to be put together in the 
best possible manner. However, he adds, we must remember 
that soul in its truest nature is not like this -  full of va­
riety, dissimilarity and inconsistency (πολλής ποικιλίας τε καί 
άνομοιότητός τε καί διαφοράς γέμειν αυτό προς αυτό). We 
see it like this now because it is damaged by its connexion 
with the body (λελωβημένον . . . ύπό τε τής του σώματος 
κοινωνίας καί άλλων κακών, ώσπερ νυν ήμεΐς θεώμεθα), but 
ought to consider it in its purity (οΐόν έστι καθαρόν γιγνό- 
μενον). Then we should find it a much more beautiful thing 
(πολύ κάλλιον). We must look only at its φιλοσοφία, and un­
derstand that it is akin to the divine and immortal and ever- 
I. Les Mythes de Platon (1930), p. 85.
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lasting (συγγενής οΰσα τώ τε θείω καί άθανάτω καί τώ άεί 
οντι : cf. Phaedo 79 d, where the soul is spoken of in practically 
the same words as συγγενής ούσα to το καθαρόν τε καί άεί 
ον καί αθάνατον). Only then, if we see it stripped of its bodily 
associations, shall we behold its true nature, whether simple 
or composite (τήν άληθή φύσιν εΐτε πολυειδής είτε μονοειδής).

The only reasonable conclusion from all this is that the soul 
for Plato is still hi essence simple, and only appears composite 
as the result of its association with the body. I should not 
have taken up so much of your time with this well known 
passage were it not that an acute critic like Frutiger could 
still regard it not as confirming, but as correcting the insistence 
of the Phaedo on the simplicity of the soul. He thought 
that by saying it is difficult for a σύνθετον to be immortal, 
Plato meant that it is not impossible as it is said to be in the 
Phaedo. But this sort of tentative under-statement is of course 
characteristic of Plato. Even in the Phaedo he only says: 
ούκοϋν άπερ άεί κατά ταύτά καί ώσαύτως έχει, ταϋτα μάλιστα 
εΐκός είναι τά άσύνθετα, τά δέ άλλοτ’ άλλως καί μηδέποτε 
κατά ταύτά, ταΰτα δέ σύνθετα; So far as the words go, he is 
even there attributing probable, not certain mortality to the 
composite.1

In the Meno, as in the Phaedo and Republic, the immortality 
of the soul is brought into connexion with the theory that 
knowledge is recollection, but nothing is said as to its com­
position. The real difficulty begins with the Phaedrus. Before 
tackling it, we may note that the Timaeus, which was pre­
sumably written after all the dialogues so far mentioned, 
reproduces essentially the same scheme as the Republic. The 
soul is an immortal principle, but when it is incarnated in 
a mortal body, the θνητόν είδος ψυχής is “built on” to it 
(προσωκοδόμουν 6ç c). This, subdivided as before into a nobler 
and a baser part, is located in the lower regions of the body. 
The head is the seat of that part which Plato calls divine 
I .  Frutiger o.c., pp. 91-93; Phaedo 78 c.
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(44 d), and contrasts with the mortal. At 90 a he says that 
God has given us this part as a daimon, and as proof of our 
kinship with heaven. Here too then, our soul in this life is 
tripartite, but only the highest part of it, namely the reason, 
is immortal.

When he wrote the Phaedo, the twin currents of intellectua- 
lism and Puritanism still flowed so strongly in Plato that he 
assigned only reason to the soul, regarding all passion and 
emotion, as well as sheer physical appetite, as the work of the 
body trying to drag down the soul to its own level. These 
therefore must be repressed, and the soul cultivated as far 
as possible as if it were already disembodied, in that “practice 
for death” which is the philosopher’s proper occupation. 
In the Republic he has advanced to a recognition that conflict 
occurs in the soul itself, and this figure of internal conflict 
(στάσις) is also developed in the Sophist (228 b). It leads to a 
change of emphasis in practice as well as theory. The passions 
and appetites are acknowledged to have their place in human 
life. Attention is directed rather to their regulation than to 
their complete suppression. But Book x shows him still 
faithful to the conviction that the existence of these conflict­
ing elements in the soul is only made possible by its associa­
tion with the body, and that in its purity, its “truest nature”, 
it is characterized by φιλοσοφία alone; and only this philoso­
phic soul is immortal. This is the teaching of the Timaeus al­
so, and I believe it to have been Plato’s conviction through­
out his life. That he should ever have brought himself to 
include the two lower parts of the soul in its purest and truest 
nature seems to me a psychological improbability far more 
difficult to swallow than any difficulty caused by their 
attachment to discarnate souls in the Phaedrus. Only the 
reason is immortal; or, since the word “reason” is too cold 
and dry to convey the full import of a philosophy based, like 
Plato’s, on Eros (at its highest level, but still Eros), let us 
rather say: only that part of the soul which strives consist-
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ently after wisdom and knowledge can belong to the eternal 
world, for only that is συγγενής τω θείω. And after all, it 
is at least difficult to conceive how a completely disembodied 
soul could retain its appetite for food and drink, which 
are absorbed in bodily organs and serve the purposes of the 
body alone. Here however the real difficulties begin, and to 
appreciate them we must turn to the Phaedrus.

At the very beginning of what is said there about the soul 
(245 c), we notice that its immortahty is no longer made to 
depend on its simphcity, but a different proof from those 
in the Phaedo is offered, the proof from self-motion. Passing 
to its nature or form (ιδέα 246 a), Plato emphasizes that what 
follows will be only a simile. It would be a superhuman 
task to describe it οΐόν έστι, but we may say φ έοι,κε, and 
this means, as has been generally recognized, that “the myth 
will be in part an allegory, that is to say a description in 
symbolic terms which can be readily translated into what they 
stand for” (Hackforth, Phaedrus p. 72). Indeed the meaning 
of Plato’s comparison of the soul to “the combined power of 
a team of winged horses and their charioteer” (246 a) is 
transparent enough. It is the familiar tripartite soul, in which 
the charioteer represents the reason, the nobler horse the 
passionate element, and the baser horse the physical appe­
tites.

Having said this, however, we have to admit that the 
composite nature of the soul is not, as it has appeared to be 
in the dialogues we have so far considered, dependent on 
its incarnation in a body. In the first place, the souls of the 
gods, equally with those of men, are likened to charioteer 
and horses ; or to follow the simile more accurately, the god 
is said to be the charioteer who drives his winged team 
(246 e Ζευς έλαύνων πτηνον άρμα). In the second place, souls 
that are destined for incarnation in mortal bodies have al­
ready their three elements -  driver, obedient horse and unruly 
horse -  before their fall from heaven, when they are still
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striving to follow in the train of the gods and get a glimpse 
of the vision of reality in the plain of truth.

We are in an obvious difficulty if we confront this picture 
of the soul with those in other dialogues. There, we said, 
it is only association with a body that imparts to the soul its 
lower elements. Here on the contrary they are ascribed to 
discarnate souls also. Scholars hitherto seem to have followed 
one of two courses. Either they say with Wilamowitz that 
the imagery in fact breaks down (“Das komplizierte Bild 
des Seelenwagens mit den zwei verschieden gemuteten Rossen 
ist allein für das Verhalten der Seele im Menschenleibe er­
funden”, Platon i p. 467; so also Taylor, Plato 307; we must 
not “press the details"); or else, like Professor Hackforth, 
they posit an unresolved contradiction in Plato’s own mind. 
“Plato wavers to the end between the religious, Orphic- 
Pythagorean conception of a divine soul essentially (‘in its 
true nature’) divorced from all physical functions, all ‘lower’ 
activities, and a more secular and scientific conception of 
soul as essentially a source of motion both to itself and to 
τά άλλα.” On this view “it can only move the body in virtue 
of itself possessing ‘motions’ over and above the reason which 
contemplates the eternal Forms.” (Phaedrus, p. 76.)

I should like to suggest a different solution. The system 
of eschatology which Plato adopts in his myths is a complex 
one. In outline it was not original, for it appears in Empedo­
cles, and is pretty clearly the system taught in the poems 
from which the verses were extracted that have been dis­
covered on the famous gold plates from Italian graves. I like 
to call it Orphic, but in deference to the suspicion with 
which that name is generally greeted today, I am willing 
for the moment to regard this as no more than a personal 
whim. The name does not matter, but the system was there. 
It taught that essentially the soul is divine (the daimon com­
mon to Empedocles and Timaeus 90 a; the θεός which the 
dead man is to become according to the tablets from Thurii),
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but has been compelled to undergo a series of incarnations 
as punishment for some not very clearly defined original sin 
or impurity. It may be the universal human impurity due to 
our origin from the Titans, sons of Earth and slayers of 
Dionysus. But since no classical authority says so explicitly, 
let us emulate Pindar’s caution and speak of it as ποινά 
παλαιού πένθεος. Empedocles specified the sins of flesh-eat­
ing and perjury, but why a divine being should commit 
these sins he does not say. Perhaps the sin as well as the 
punishment was ’Ανάγκης χρήμα.

Be that as it may, as soon as a soul has sinned, and is there­
fore doomed to the wheel of reincarnation, it has lost its 
purity. Thereafter, as for ten thousand years it makes the 
weary round of the wheel, now in and now out of a human 
or animal body, it is never free from the contamination 
of the sublunary world, exemplified in, but not confined to 
its direct association with a body.

This is the scheme of the Phaedrus. To the ’Ανάγκης χρήμα 
of Empedocles corresponds the θεσμός Άδραστείας of 248 c. 
When one of the daimones, says Empedocles, has sinned, it 
must wander for thrice ten thousand seasons an exile from 
its native element, being born in all forms of mortality 
(fr. 115). In the language of Plato’s myth, the soul which 
cannot follow the gods and get a full vision of the truth, 
falls to the earth and is born, first as a man, and afterwards, 
if its earthly life deserves it, as a beast. It cannot return 
“to the place whence it came" (248 e) for ten thousand years, 
unless it succeeds in living the philosophic life three times in 
succession. Each circuit from one birth to the next lasts a 
thousand years, from which it follows that in the cycle of 
reincarnation much more time is spent out of the body than 
in it. How it is spent, we learn from the myth of Er in the 
Republic.

The point is this. For one who holds these beliefs, the essen­
tial contrast is not between an incarnate and a discarnate soul.
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