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APOLOGY 103

can not tell; unless in the chance case of a comic poet. 
But the main body of these slanderers who from envy 
and malice have wrought upon you — and there are 
some of them who are convinced themselves, and im
part their convictions to others — all these, I say, 
are most difficult to deal with; for I can not have 
them up here, and examine them, and therefore I 
must simply fight with shadows in my own defence, 
and examine when there is no one who answers. I 
will ask you then to assume with me, as I was saying, 
that my opponents are of two kinds; one recent, the 
other ancient: and I hope that you will see the pro
priety of my answering the latter first, for these accu
sations you heard long before the others, and much 
oftener.

Well, then, I will make my defence, and I will 
endeavor in the short time which is allowed to do 
away with this evil opinion of me which you have held 
for such a long time; and I hope that I may succeed, 
if this be well for you and me, and that my words may 
find favor with you. But I know that to accomplish 
this is not easy — I quite see the nature of the task. 
Let the event be as God wills: in obedience to the 
law I make my defence.

I will begin at the beginning, and ask what the 
accusation is which has given rise to this slander of 
me, and which has encouraged Meletus to proceed 
against me. What do the slanderers say? They shall 
be my prosecutors, and I will sum up their words in 
an affidavit. “ Socrates is an evil-doer, and a curious 
person, who searches into things under the earth and 
in heaven, and he makes the worse appear the better 
cause; and he teaches the aforesaid doctrines to 
others.” That is the nature of the accusation, and that 
is what you have seen yourselves in the comedy of 
Aristophanes, who has introduced a man whom he



APOLOGY 113

very likely to be harmed by him, and yet I corrupt 
him, and intentionally, too; — that is what you are 
saying and of that you will never persuade me or any 
other human being. But either I do not corrupt 
them, or I corrupt them unintentionally, so that on 
either view of the case you lie. If my offence is 
unintentional, the law has no cognizance of uninten
tional offences: you ought to have taken me privately, 
and warned and admonished me; for if I had been 
better advised, I should have left off doing what 
I only did unintentionally — no doubt I should; 
whereas you hated to converse with me or teach me, 
but you indicted me in this court, which is a place not 
of instruction, but of punishment.

I have shown, Athenians, as I was saying, that 
Meletus has no care at all, great or small, about the 
matter. But still I should like to know, Meletus, in 
what I am affirmed to corrupt the young. I suppose 
you mean, as I infer from your indictment, that I 
teach them not to acknowledge the gods which the 
state acknowledges, but some other new divinities or 
spiritual agencies in their stead. These are the les
sons which corrupt the youth, as you say.

Yes, that I say emphatically.
Then, by the gods, Meletus, of whom we are speak

ing, tell me and the court, in somewhat plainer terms, 
what you mean! for I do not as yet understand 
whether you affirm that I teach others to acknowledge 
some gods, and therefore do believe in gods, and am 
not an entire atheist — this you do not lay to my 
charge; — but only that they are not the same gods 
which the city recognizes — the charge is that they 
are different gods. Or, do you mean to say that I 
am an atheist simply, and a teacher of atheism?

I mean the latter — that you are a complete atheist.
That is an extraordinary statement, Meletus. Why
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sarily implies the existence of their parents. Yoq 
might as well affirm the existence of mules, and deny 
that of horses and asses, buch nonsense, Meletus, 
could only have been intended by you as a trial of 
me. You have put this into the indictment because 
you had nothing real of which to accuse me. But no 
one who has a particle of understanding will ever be 
convinced by you that the same men can believe in 
divine and superhuman things, and yet not believe 
that there are gods and demigods and heroes.

I have said enough in answer to the charge of 
Meletus: any elaborate defence is unnecessary; but 
as I was saying before, I certainly have many ene
mies, and this is what will be my destruction if I am 
destroyed; of that I am certain; — not Meletus, nor 
yet Anytus, but the envy and detraction of the world, 
"which has been the death of many good men, and will 
probably be the death of many more; there is no 
danger of my being the last of them.

Some one will say: And are you not ashamed, 
Socrates, of a course of life which is likely to bring 
you to an untimely end? To him I may fairly an
swer: There you are mistaken: a man who is good 
for anything ought not to calculate the chance of 
living or dying; he ought only to consider whether 
in doing anything he is doing right or wrong — act
ing the part of a good man or of a bad. Whereas, 
according to your view, the heroes who fell at Troy 
were not good for much, and the son of Thetis above 
all, who altogether despised danger in comparison 
with disgrace; and when his goddess mother said to 
him, in his eagerness to slay Hector, that if he 
avenged his companion Patroclus, and slew Hector, 
he would die himself — “ Fate,” as she said, “ waits 
upon you next after Hector; ” he, hearing this, ut
terly despised danger and death, and instead of fear-
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After an interval of some months or years, and at Phlius a 
town of Sicyon, the tale of the last hours of Socrates is narrated 
to Echecrates and other Phliasians by Phaedo the “ beloved dis
ciple.” The Dialogue necessarily takes the form of a narrative, 
because Socrates has to be described acting as well as speaking. 
The minutest particulars of the event are interesting to distant 
friends, and tile narrator has an equal interest in them.

During the voyage of the sacred ship to and from Delos, 
ivhich has occupied thirty days, the execution of Socrates has 
been deferred. (Cp. Xen. Mem. iv. 8. 2.) The time has been 
passed by him in conversation with a select company of disciples. 
But now the holy season is over, and the disciples meet earlier 
than usual in order that they may converse with Socrates for the 
last time. Those who were present, and those who might have 
been expected to be present, are specially mentioned. There are 
Simmias and Cebes, two disciples of Philolaus whom Socrates 
“ by his enchantments has attracted from Thebes ” (Mem. iii. 11. 
17), Crito the aged friend, the attendant of the prison, who is 
as good as a friend — these take part in the conversation. There 
are present also, Hermogenes, from whom Xenophon derived his 
information about the trial of Socrates (Mem. iv. 8. 4), the 
“madman” Apollodorus, Euclid and Terpsion from Megara, 
Ctesippus, Antisthenes, Menexenus, and some other less-known 
members of the Socratic circle, all of whom are silent auditors. 
Aristippus and Plato are noted as absent. Soon the wife and 
children of Socrates are sent away, under the direction of Crito; 
he himself has just been released from chains, and is led by this-', 
circumstance to make the natural remark that “ pleasure follows 
pain.” (Observe that Plato is preparing the way for his doctrine 
of the alternation of opposites.) “ Aesop would have represented 
them in a fable as a two-headed creature of the gods.” The / 
mention of Aesop reminds Cebes of a question which had been 
asked by Evenus the poet: “ Why Socrates, who was not a poet, 
while in prison had been putting Aesop into verse? ” -— “ Because 
several times in his life he had been warned in dreams that he 
should make music; and as he was about to die and was not

161



162 PHAEDO

certain what was the meaning of this, he wished to fulfil the 
admonition in the letter as well as in the spirit, by writing verses 
as well as by cultivating philosophy. Tell Evenus this and bid 
him follow me in death.” “ tie is not the sort of naan to do that, 
Socrates.” “ Why, is he not a philosopher ? ” “ Yes.” I hen
he will be willing to die, although he will not take his own life, 
for that is held not to be right.”

Cebes asks why men say that suicide is not right, if death is 
to be accounted a good? Well, (1) according to one explanation, 
because man is a prisoner, and is not allowed to open the door 
of his prison and run away — this is the truth in a mystery. 
Or rather, perhaps, (2) because man is not his own property, 
but a possession of the gods, and he has no right to make away 
with that which does not belong to him. But why, asks Cebes, 
if he is a possession of the gods, will he wish to die and leave 
them ? for he is under their protection; and surely he can not 
take better care of himself than they take of him. Simmias 
explains that Cebes is really referring to Socrates, whom they 
think too unmoved at the prospect of leaving the gods and his 
friends. Socrates answers that he is going to other gods who 
are wise and good, and perhaps to better friends, and lie pro 
fesses that he is ready to defend himself against the charge of 
Cebes. They shall be his judges, and lie hopes that he will be 
more successful in convincing them than he had been in convin
cing the court.

The philosopher desires death — which the wicked world will 
insinuate that he also deserves: and perhaps he does, but not m 
any sense which they are capable of understanding. Enough of 
them: the real question is, What is the nature of that death which 
he desires? Death is the separation of soul and body and 
the philosopher desires such a separation. He would like to be 
freed from the dominion of bodily pleasures and of the senses, 
which are always perturbing his mental vision. He wants to get 
rid of eyes and ears, and with the light of the mind only to 
behold the light of truth. All the evils and impurities and neces
sities of men come from the body. And death separates him 
from these evils, which in this life he can not wholly cast aside. 
Why then should he repine when the hour of separation arrives? 
Why, if he is dead while he lives, should he fear that other 
death, through which alone he can behold wisdom in her purity.

Besides, the philosopher has notions of good and evil unlike 
those of other men. For they are courageous because they are 
afraid of greater dangers, and temperate because they desire
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greater pleasures. But he disdains this balancing of pleasures 
and pains; he knows no virtue but that which is the companion 
of wisdom. All the virtues, including wisdom, are regarded by 
him only as purifications of the soul. And this was the meaning 
of the founders of the mysteries when they said, “ Many are 
the wand-bearers but few are the mystics.” (Cp. Matt. xxii. 14: 
“ Many are called, but few are chosen.”) And in the hope that 
he is one of these mystics, Socrates is now departing. This is 
his answer to those who charge him with indifference at the 
prospect of leaving the gods and his friends.

Still, a fear is expressed that the soul upon leaving the body, 
may vanish away like smoke or air. Socrates in answer appeals 
first of all to the old Orphic tradition that the souls of the dead 
are in the world below, and that the living come from them. 
I his he attempts to found on a philosophical assumption that 
all opposites — e. g. less, greater; weaker, stronger; sleeping, 
waking; life, death—-are generated out of each other. Nor 
can this process of generation be only a passage from living to 
dying, for then all would end in death. The perpetual sleeper 
(Endymion) would be no longer distinguished, for all the world 
would sink in rest. The circle of nature is not complete unless 
the living come from the dead as well as pass to them.

The favorite Platonic doctrine of reminiscence is then adduced 
as a confirmation of the preexistence of the soul. Some proofs 
of this doctrine are demanded. One proof given is the same as 
that of the Meno, and is derived from the latent knowledge of 
mathematics, which may be elicited from an unlearned person 
when a diagram is presented to him. Again, there is a power of 
association, which from seeing Simmias may remember Cebes, or 
from seeing a picture of Simmias may remember Simmias. The 
lyre may recall the player of the lyre, and equal pieces of wood 
or stone may be associated with the higher notion of absolute 
equality. But here observe that material equalities fall short 
of the conception of absolute equality with which they are com
pared, and which is the measure of them. And the measure or 
standard must be prior to that which is measured, the idea of 
equality prior to the visible equals. And if prior to them, then 
prior also to the perceptions of the senses which recall them, 
and therefore either given before birth or at birth. But all men 
have not this knowledge, nor have any without a process of 
reminiscence; and this is a proof that it is not innate or given 
at birth (unless indeed it was given and taken away at the same 
instant, which is absurd). But if not given to men in birth, it
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must have been given before birth — this is the only alternative 
which remains. And if we had ideas in a former state, then our 
souls must have existed and must have had intelligence in a 

~ former state. The preexistence of the soul stands or falls with 
the doctrine of ideas.

It is objected by Simmias and Cebes that these arguments 
only prove a former and not a future existence. Socrates 
answers this objection by recalling the previous argument, in 
which he had shown that the living had come from the dead. But 
the fear that the soul at departing may vanish into air (espe
cially if there is a wind blowing at the time) has not yet been 
charmed away. He proceeds: When we fear that the soul will 
vanish away, let us ask ourselves what is that which we suppose 
to be liable to dissolution? Is it the simple or the compound, 
the unchanging or the changing, the invisible idea or the visible 
cbj ect of sense ? Clearly the latter and not the former; and 
therefore not the soul, which in her own pure thought is un
changeable, and only when using the senses descends into the 
region of change. Again, the soul commands, the body serves: 
in this respect too the soul is akin to the divine, and the body to 
the mortal. And in every point of view the soul is the image of 
divinity and immortality, and the body of the human and mortal. 
And whereas the body is liable to speedy dissolution, the soul 
is almost if not quite indissoluble. Yet even the body may be 
preserved for ages by the embalmer’s art; how much more the 
soul returning into herself on her way to the good and wise 
God! She has been practising death all her life long, and is 
now finally released from the errors and follies and passions of 
men, and forever dwells in the company of the gods.

But the soul which is polluted and engrossed by the corporeal, 
and has no eye except that of the senses, and is weighed down 
by the bodily appetites, can not attain to this abstraction. In 
her fear of the world below she lingers about her sepulchre, a 
ghostly apparition, saturated with sense, and therefore visible. 
At length she enters into the body of some animal of a nature 
congenial to her former life of sensuality or violence, and be
comes an ass or a wolf or a kite. And of these earthly souls 
the happiest are those who have practised virtue without 
philosophy; they are allowed to pass into gentle and civil 
natures, such as bees and ants. But only the philosopher who 
departs pure is permitted to enter the company of the gods. 
This is the reason why he abstains from fleshly lusts, and not 
from the fear of loss or disgrace, which are the motives of other
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and of friends. But this unfortunate experience should not 
make us either haters of men or haters of arguments. The 
hatred of arguments is equally mistaken, whether we are going 
to live or die. At the approach of death Socrates desires to be 
impartial, and yet he can not help feeling that he has too great 
an interest in the truth of his own argument. And therefore he 
wishes his friends to examine and refute him, if they think 
that he is not speaking the truth.

Socrates requests Simmias and Cebes to state their objections 
again. They do not go to the length of denying the preexist
ence of ideas. Simmias is of opinion that the soul is a harmony 
of the body. But the admission of the preexistence of ideas, 
and therefore of the soul, is at variance with this. For a 
harmony is an effect, whereas the soul is not an effect, but a 
cause; a harmony follows, but the soul leads; a harmony admits 
of degrees, and the soul has no degrees. Again, upon the sup
position that the soul is a harmony, why is one soul better than 
another? Are they more or less harmonized, or is there one 
harmony within another? But the soul does not admit of 
degrees, and can not therefore be more or less harmonized. 
Further, the soul is often engaged in resisting the affections of 
the body, as Homer describes Odysseus “ rebuking his heart.” 
Could he have written this under the idea that the soul is a 
harmony of the body? Nay rather, are we not contradicting 
Flomer and ourselves in affirming anything of the sort?

The goddess Flarmonia, as Socrates playfully terms the argu
ment of Simmias, has been happily disposed of; and now an 
answer has to be given to the Theban Cadmus. Socrates re
capitulates the argument of Cebes, which, as he remarks, 
involves the whole question of natural growth or causation; 
about this he proposes to narrate his own mental experience. 
When he was young he had puzzled himself with physics: he 
had inquired into the growth and decay of animals, and the 
origin of thought, until at last he began to doubt the self- 
evident fact that growth is the result of eating and drinking, 
and thus he arrived at the conclusion that he was not meant for 
such inquiries. Nor was he less perplexed with notions of com
parison and number. At first he had imagined himself to under
stand differences of greater and less, and to know that ten is 
two more than eight, and the like. But now those very notions 
appeared to him to contain a contradiction. For how can one 
be divided into two ? or two be compounded into one ? These are 
difficulties which Socrates can not answer. Of generation and
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destruction he knows nothing. But he has a confused notion of 
another method in which matters of this sort are to be investi
gated.

Then he heard some one reading out of a book of Anaxagoras, 
that mind is the cause of all things. And he said to himself: If 
mind is the cause of all things, mind must dispose them all for 
the best. The new teacher will show me this “ order of the 
best ” in man and nature. Flow great had been his hopes and 
how great his disappointment! For he found that his new 
friend was anything but consistent in his use of mind as a cause, 
and that he soon introduced winds, waters, and other eccentric 
notions. It was as if a person had said that Socrates is sitting 
here because he is made up of bones and muscles, instead of 
telling the true reason — that he is here because the Athenians 
have thought good to sentence him to death, and he has thought 
good to await his sentence. Had his bones and muscles been 
left by him to their own ideas of right, they would long ago 
have taken themselves off. But surely there is a great confusion 
of the cause and condition in all this. And this confusion also 
leads people into all sorts of erroneous theories about the position 
and motions of the earth. None of them know how much stronger 
than any Atlas is the power of the best. But this “ best ” is still 
undiscovered; and in inquiring after the cause, we can only hope 
to attain the second best.

Now there is a danger in the contemplation of the nature of 
things, as there is a danger in looking at the sun during 
an eclipse, unless the precaution is taken of looking only at the 
image reflected in the water, or in a glass. And I was afraid, 
says Socrates, that I might injure the eye of the soul. I thought 
that I had better return to the old and safe method of ideas. 
Though I do not mean to say that he who contemplates existence 
through the medium of ideas sees only through a glass darkly, 
any more than he who contemplates actual effects.

If the existence of ideas is granted to him, Socrates is of opin
ion that he will then have no difficulty in proving the immortality 
of the soul. He will only ask for a further admission: — that 
beauty is the cause of the beautiful, greatness the cause of the 
great, smallness of the small, and so on of other things. Thus 
he avoids the contradictions of greater and less (greater by rea;:~'--J 
son of that which is smaller!), of addition and subtraction, and 
the other difficulties of relation. These subtleties he is for 
leaving to wiser heads than his own; he prefers to test ideas by 
their consequences, and, if asked to give an account of them, goes
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sonality of God, the personality of man in a future state was not 
inseparably bound up with the reality of his existence. For the 
distinction between the personal and impersonal, and also be
tween the divine and human, was far less marked to the Greek 
than to ourselves. And as Plato readily passes from the notion 
of the good to that of God, he also passes almost imperceptibly 
to himself and his reader from the future life of the individual 
soul to the eternal being of the absolute soul. There has been 
a clearer statement and a clearer denial of the belief in modern 
times than is found in early Greek philosophy, and hence the 
comparative silence on the whole subject which is often remarked 
in ancient writers, and particularly in Aristotle. For Plato and 
Aristotle are not further removed in their teaching about the 
immortality of the soul than they are in their theory of knowl
edge.

8. That in an age when logic was beginning to mould human 
thought, Plato should have cast his belief in immortality into 
a logical form, is not surprising. And when we consider how 
much the doctrine of ideas was also one of words, we can not 
wonder that he should have fallen into verbal fallacies: early 
logic is always mistaking the truth of the form for the truth of 
the matter. It is easy to see that the alternation of opposites is 
not the same as the generation of them out of each other; and 
that the generation of them out of each other, which is the first 
argument in the Phaedo, is at variance with their mutual exclu
sion of each other, whether in themselves or in us, which is the 
last. For even if we admit the distinction which he draws 
between the opposites and the things which have the oppo
sites, still individuals fall under the latter class; and we have 
to pass out of the region of human hopes and fears to a con
ception of an abstract soul which is the impersonation of the 
ideas. Such a conception, which in Plato himself is but half 
expressed, is unmeaning to us, and relative only to a particular 
stage in the history of thought. The doctrine of reminiscence 
is also a fragment of a former world, which has no place in the 
philosophy of modern times. But Plato had the wonders of 
psychology just opening to him, and he had not the explanation 
of them which is supplied by the analysis of language and the 
history of the human mind. The question, 11 Whence come our 
abstract ideas ? he could only answer by an imaginary hypothe
sis. Nor is it difficult to see that his crowning argument is purely 
verbal, and is but the expression of an instinctive confidence put 
into a logical form: The soul is immortal because it con-
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tains a principle of imperishableness.” Nor does lie himself 
seem at all to be aware that nothing is added to human knowl
edge by his “ safe and simple answer,” that beauty is the cause 
of the beautiful; and that he is merely reasserting the Eleatic 
being “ divided by the Pythagorean numbers,” against the Hera- 
cleitean doctrine of perpetual generation. The answer to the 
“ very serious question ” of generation and destruction is really 
the denial of them. For this he would substitute, as in the Re
public, a system of ideas, tested not by experience, but by their 
consequences, and not explained by actual causes, but by a 
higher, that is, more general notion: consistency with them
selves is all that is required of them.

9. To deal fairly with such arguments they should not only 
not be separated from the age to which they belong, but they 
should be translated as far as possible into their modern equiv
alents. “If the ideas of men are eternal, their souls are eternal, 
and if not the ideas, then not the souls.” Such an argument 
stands nearly in the same relation to Plato and his age, as the 
argument from the existence of God to immortality among our
selves. “If God exists, then the soul exists after death; and 
if there is no God, there is no existence of the soul after death.” 
For the ideas are to his mind the reality, the truth, the principle 
of permanence, as well as of mind and order in the world. When 
Simmias and Cebes say that they are more strongly persuaded 
of the existence of ideas than they are of the immortality of 
the soul, they represent fairly enough the order of thought in 
Greek philosophy. And we might say in the same way that 
we are more certain of the existence of God than we are of the 
immortality of the soul, and are led by the belief in the one to 
a belief in the other. The parallel, as Socrates would say, is 
not perfect, but agrees in as far as the mind in either case is 
regarded, as dependent on something above and beyond herself. 
Nor need we shrink from pressing the analogy one step further: 
“ We are more certain of our ideas of truth and right than we 
are of the existence of God, and are led on in the order of thought 
from one to the other.”

10. The main argument of the Phaedo is derived from tlie 
existence of eternal ideas of which the soul is a partaker; the 
other argument of the alternation of opposites is replaced bv this 
And there have not been wanting philosophers of the idealist 
school who have imagined that the doctrine of the immortality 
of the soul is a theory of knowledge only, and that in all that 
nrecedes Plato is preparing for this. Such a view is far from
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lying on the surface of the Phaedo, and seems to be inconsistent 
with the Gorgias and the Republic. Those who maintain it are 
immediately compelled to renounce the shadow which they have 
grasped, as a play of words only. But the truth is, that Plato 
in his argument for the immortality of the soul has collected 
many elements of proof or persuasion, ethical and mythological 
as well as dialectical, which are not easily to be reconciled with 
one another; and he is as much in earnest about his doctrine 
of retribution, which is repeated in all his more ethical writings, 
as about his theory of knowledge. And while we may fairly 
translate the dialectical into the language of Hegel, and the 
religious and mythological into the language of Dante or Run
yan, the ethical speaks to us still in the same voice, reaching 
across the ages.

11. Two arguments of this sort occur in the Phaedo. The 
first may be described as the aspiration of the soul after another 
sort of being. Like the Oriental or Christian ascetic, the philos
opher is seeking to withdraw from impurities of sense, to leave 
the world and the things of the world, and to find his higher 
self. Plato recognizes in these aspirations the foretaste of im
mortality ; as Butler and Addison in modern times have argued, 
the one from the moral tendencies of mankind, the other from 
the progress of the soul towards perfection. In using this argu
ment Plato has certainly confused the soul which has left the 
body, with the soul of the good and wise. Such a confusion was 
natural, and arose partly out of the antithesis of soul and body. 
The soul in her own essence, and the soul “ clothed upon ” with 
virtues and graces, were easily interchanged with one another, 
because on a subject which passes expression the distinctions of 
language can hardly be maintained.

12. The other ethical proof of the immortality of the soul is 
derived from the necessity of retribution. The wicked would 
be too well off if their evil deeds came to an end. It is not to 
be supposed that an Ardiaeus, an Archelaus, an Ismenias could 
ever have suffered the penalty of their crimes in this world. 
The manner in which this retribution is accomplished Plato rep
resents under the figure of mythology. Doubtless he felt that 
it was easier to improve than to invent, and that in religion 
especially the traditional form was required in order to give 
verisimilitude to the myth. The myth too is far more probable 
to that age than to ours, and may fairly be regarded as “ one 
guess among many ” about the nature of the earth, which he 
cleverly supports by the indications of geology. Not that lie
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must the jailer be forgotten, who seems to have been introduced 
by Plato in order to show the impression made by the extraor
dinary man on the common. The gentle nature of the man is 
indicated by his weeping at the announcement of his errand and 
then turning away, and also by the words of Socrates to his 
disciples: “How charming the man is! since I have been in 
prison he was always coming to me, and has been as good as 
could be to me.” We are reminded too that he has retained this 
gentle nature amid scenes of death and violence by the contrasts 
which he draws between the behavior of Socrates and of others 
when about to die.

Another person who takes no part in the philosophical dis
cussion is the excitable Apollodorus, the same who, in the Sym
posium, of which he is the narrator, is called “ the madman,” 
and who testifies his grief by the most violent emotions. Phaedo 
is also present, the “ beloved disciple ” as he may be termed, who 
is described, if not “ leaning on his bosom,” as seated next to 
Socrates, who is playing with his hair. At a particular point 
the argument is described as falling before the attack of Sim
mias. A sort of despair is introduced in the minds of the com
pany. The effect of this is heightened by the description of 
Phaedo, who has been the eye-witness of the scene, and by the 
sympathy of his Phliasian auditors who are beginning to think 
“ that they too can never trust an argument again.” Like Apol
lodorus, Phaedo himself takes no part in the argument. But 
the calmness of his behavior, “ veiling his face ” when he can 
no longer contain his tears, contrasts with the passionate cries 
of the other.

The two principal interlocutors are Simmias and Cebes, the 
disciples of Philolaus the Pythagorean philosopher of Thebes. 
Simmias is described in the Phaedrus as fonder of an argument 
than any man living; and Cebes, although finally persuaded by 
Socrates, is said to be the most incredulous of human beings. 
It is Cebes who at the commencement of the Dialogue raises the 
question why “ suicide is unlawful,” and who first supplies the 
doctrine of recollection as a confirmation of the argument of the 
preexistence of the soul. It is Cebes who urges that the pre- 
existence does not necessarily involve the future existence of the 
soul, and who brings forward the argument of the weaver and his 
coat. To Simmias, on the other hand, is attributed the notion 
that the soul is a harmony, which is naturally put into the mouth 
of a Pythagorean disciple. It is Simmias, too, who first remarks 
on the uncertainty of human knowledge, and only at last con-



INTRODUCTION 363

stood, for if in the censure of the lover Socrates has broken out 
in verse, what will he do in his praise of the non-lover? He has 
said his say and is preparing to go away.

Phaedrus begs him to remain, at any rate until the heat of 
noon has passed; he thinks that they may as well have a little 
more conversation before they go. Socrates, who has risen to 
go, recognizes the oracular sign which forbids him to depart until 
he has done penance. His conscience has been awakened, and 
like Stesichorus over Helen he will sing a palinode for having 
blasphemed the majesty of love. His palinode takes the form 
of a myth.

Socrates begins his tale with a glorification of madness, which 
he divides into four kinds: first, there is the art of divination 
or prophecy — this, in a vein similar to that of the Cratylus, he 
connects with madness by an etymological explanation (“ 'tis 
all one reckoning, save the phrase is a little variations ”) ; sec
ondly, there is the art of purification by mysteries; thirdly, 
poetry or the inspiration of the Muses, without which no man 
can enter their temple. All this shows that madness is one of 
heaven’s blessings, and may sometimes be a great deal better 
than sense. There is also a fourth kind of madness which cannot 
be explained without inquiring into the nature of the soul.

The soul is immortal, for she is the source of all motion both 
in herself and in others. Of her true and divine form it would 
be long to tell, but she may be described in a figure as a com
posite being made up of a charioteer and a pair of winged steeds. 
The steeds of the gods are immortal, but ours are one mortal 
and the other immortal. The immortal soul soars upwards into 
the heavens, but the mortal drops her plumes and is draggled 
upon the earth.

Now the nature of the wings is to rise and carry the down
ward element into the upper world — there to behold beauty, 
Wisdom, goodness, and the other things of God by which the 
soul is nourished. On a certain day Zeus the lord of heaven goes 
forth in a winged chariot; and an array of gods and demi-gods 
and of human souls in their train, follows him. There are glori
ous and blessed sights in the interior of heaven, and he who will 
may freely behold them. The great vision of all is seen at the 
feast of the gods, when they ascend the heights of heaven — all 
but Hestia, who is left at home to keep house. The horses of the 
gods glide readily upwards and stand upon the outside, and are 
carried round in the revolutions of the spheres, and gaze upon the 
world beyond. But of this world beyond the heavens, who can
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of the body. And still she is eager to depart, and like a bird 
is fluttering and looking upwards, and is therefore esteemed 
mad. Such a light of other days is spread over her when she 
remembers that beauty which alone of the ideas has any visible 
representation on earth. For wisdom has no outward form, and 
is “ too dazzling bright for mortal eye.” Now the corrupted 
nature, when blindly excited by the vision of beauty, only rushes 
on to enjoy, and wallows like a quadruped in sensual pleasures. 
But the true mystic, who has seen the many sights of bliss, when 
he beholds a godlike form or face is ravished with delight, and 
if he were not afraid of being thought mad he would fall down 
and worship. Then the stiffened wing begins to relax and grow 
again. At the sight of earthly beauty the memory of the heav
enly is recalled; desire which has been imprisoned, pours over 
the soul of the lover; the germ of the wing unfolds, and stings 
and pangs at birth, like the cutting of teeth, are everywhere felt. 
Father and mother, and goods and laws, and proprieties are 
nothing to him; his beloved is his physician, who can alone cure 
his pain. An apocryphal sacred writer says that mortals call 
him love, but the immortals call him dove, or the winged one, in 
order to represent the force of his wings — at any rate this is 
his nature. Now the characters of lovers depend upon the god 
whom they followed in the other world, and they choose their 
loves in this world accordingly. The followers of Ares are fierce 
and violent; those of Zeus seek out some philosophical and im
perial nature; the attendants of Here find a royal love; and in 
like manner the followers of every god seek a love who is in his 
likeness, and they communicate to him the nature which they 
have received from their god. The manner in which they take 
their love is as follows: —

I told you about the charioteer and two steeds, the one a noble 
animal who is guided by word and admonition only, the other an 
ill-looking villain who will hardly yield to blow or spur. To
gether all three, who are a figure of the soul, approach the 
vision of love. And now a conflict begins. The ill-conditioned 
steed rushes on to enjoy, but the charioteer, who beholds the 
beloved with awe, falls back in adoration, and forces both the 
steeds on their haunches; again the evil steed rushes forwards 
and pulls shamelessly. Then a still more fearful conflict ensues; 
the charioteer dropping at the very start jerks violently the bit 
from the clenched teeth of the brute, and pulling harder than 
ever at the reins, covers his tongue and jaws with blood, and 
forces him to rest his hocks and haunches with pain upon the
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then, although they do not attain to the highest bliss, yet if they 
have once conquered they may be happy enough.

The language of the Meno and the Phaedo as well as of the 
Phaedrus, seems to show that at one time of his life Plato was 
quite serious in maintaining a former state of existence. His 
mission was to realize the abstract; in that all good and truth, 
all the hopes of this and another life seemed to centre. It was 
another kind of knowledge to him — a second world distinct 
from that of sense, which seemed to exist within him far more 
truly than the fleeting objects of sense which are without him. 
When we are once able to imagine the intense power which 
abstract ideas exercised over the mind of Plato, we see that there 
was no more difficulty to him in realizing the eternal existence 
of them and of the human minds which were associated with 
them-—in the past and future than in the present. The diffi
culty was not how they could exist, but how they could fail to 
exist. In the attempt to regain this “ saving ” knowledge of 
the ideas, the sense was found to be as great an enemy as the 
desires; and hence two things which to us seem quite distinct 
are inextricably blended in the representation of Plato.

Thus far we may believe that Plato was serious in his concep
tion of the soul as a motive power, in his reminiscence of a 
former state of being, in his elevation of the reason over sense 
and passion, and perhaps in his doctrine of transmigration. 
Was he equally serious in the rest? For example, are we to 
attribute his tripartite division of the soul to the gods? Or is 
this merely assigned to them by way of parallelism with men? 
The latter is the more probable; for the horses of the gods are 
both white, i. e. their every impulse is in harmony with reason; 
their dualism, on the other hand, only carries out the figure of 
the chariot. Is he serious, again, in regarding love as “ a mad
ness ? That seems to arise out of the antithesis to the former 
conception of love. At the same time he appears to intimate 
here, as in the Ion, Apology, Meno, and elsewhere, that there 
is a faculty in man, whether to be termed in modern language 
genius, or inspiration, or idealism, which can not be reduced to 
rule and measure. Perhaps, too, he is ironically repeating the 
common language of mankind about philosophy, and is turning 
their jest into a sort of earnest. Or is he serious in holding that 
each soul bears the character of a god ? Perhaps he had no 
other account to give of the differences of human characters to 
which he afterwards refers. It seems to be characteristic of 
the irony of Socrates to mix up sense and nonsense in such a


