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Abstract and Keywords
This chapter examines the relation between rationality and happiness 
in Plato's thought. In some early dialogues a correct conception of what 
happiness is, is sufficient to achieve it; hence all wrong-doing is caused 
by misconception or miscalculation, which are kinds of irrationality. In 
some dialogues, miscalculation is itself caused by inappropriate desires, 
which gives the latter motivational force, albeit not independent of 
cognitive irrationality. In the Republic and subsequent dialogues, non-
rational impulses have independent motivational force, and rationality 
consists in co-ordinating them under the direction of reason to promote 
the individual's happiness. In the Republic, Plato is optimistic about the 
possibility of achieving that co-ordination, but other dialogues show a 
more pessimistic picture, in which one prominent type of non-rational 
drive, desire for bodily satisfaction, cannot be genuinely co-ordinated 
with reason, but can at best be suppressed. That pessimistic picture 
reflects a heightened insistence on the distinction between the rational 
soul (which alone is immortal, and which is identified with the real self) 
and the non-rational parts, which are temporary features of the 
embodied soul.
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The inclusion in the programme of this conference1 of papers on both 
Plato and Socrates immediately poses the problem of which of the 
views on rationality and happiness attributed by Plato to the dramatic 
character named ‘Socrates’ are to be attributed to Plato and which to 
Socrates. To attribute them all to Socrates would restrict the writer on 
Plato to pronouncements on these topics of characters in the dialogues 
other than Socrates, thereby giving an artificially restricted, and hence 
distorted, picture of Plato's views. The attribution of all to Plato would 
have the rationale that it was Plato, and not Socrates, who wrote the 
works in which those views are expressed; but that policy would 
restrict the writer on Socrates to authors other than Plato, which would 
in effect eliminate Socrates from the programme of the conference. 
Inevitably, some principle must be agreed on for attributing some 
theses and arguments of the Platonic character ‘Socrates’ to Socrates 
and some to Plato. For my own part, in this paper I assume the broadly 
developmental account of Plato's writings set out in my recent 
Socrates.2 There I distinguish a group of twelve dialogues (plus the 
Apology) plausibly thought of as early, and devoted largely to lively 
portrayal of a Socrates whose primary interests are elenctic argument 
and the quest for definitions of ethically significant concepts, from a 
‘middle’ group which assumes theories, notably the theory of Forms, 
which are plausibly ascribed to Plato, but not to Socrates, and a later 
group of more technical and systematic dialogues where the role of 
expositor and leader of discussion is, for the most part, played by 
figures other than Socrates. While remaining broadly agnostic about 
which specific views can be attributed to the historical Socrates I 
regard the first group as Socratic in the sense that in writing 
them Plato saw himself as portraying the actual individual Socrates as 
the ideal philosopher, and his interests and methods of argument as 
paradigmatic of philosophy. For the purposes of this paper, and purely 
as a matter of expository convenience, I restrict myself to the treatment 
of happiness and rationality in the ‘middle’ and later dialogues, where 
Socrates either speaks more for Plato than in the ‘Socratic’ group, or 
does not speak at all.3

Turning to our central topics, rationality and happiness, we must begin 
with the trite point that if happiness is to be recognized as a concept of 
central importance in ancient ethical theory, it has to be construed not 
in the predominant modern sense of content with one's life, but as 

eudaimonia, the achievement of an objectively worthwhile life, the sort 
of life the gods give one when they are favourably disposed. Being 
content with one's life is a necessary, but not (as we shall see in detail 
in connection with the arguments of Republic IX) a sufficient condition 
for being happy on that conception. Indeed our modern conception has 
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some of these connotations; so when one wishes a couple happiness in 
their marriage, one wishes them not merely contentment with their life, 
but well‐grounded contentment, i.e. that they should be pleased with 
their lot because things are really going well for them. But if things 
don't in fact go well for them, yet they remain content with their lot, 
perhaps because they adapt to unfavourable circumstances, or remain 
incurably optimistic that things will improve, they may not have the 
sort of life one wished for them, but it seems unreasonable to insist that 
they are not happy. The objective connotations of such an expression as 
‘I wish you every happiness’ (= every blessing, every good fortune) 
make it reasonable to translate eudaimonia as ‘happiness’; but we have 
to discount the dominant subjective connotations of the modern 
concept if we are to avoid misunderstanding of the ancient.

Rational beings are beings which use reasons in forming their beliefs 
and in shaping their actions, and rationality I understand as the virtue 
specific to these aspects of life. Rationality thus conceived contrasts 
with irrationality; a rational agent is one in whom reasons play their 
proper role in the formation of belief and in the guidance of action, as 
opposed to an irrational agent, in whom reasons do not play their 
proper role. There is of course another use of ‘rational’, 
exemplified by my use of the expression ‘rational beings’, in which 
‘rational’ contrasts not with ‘irrational’ but with ‘non‐rational’. Most 
(perhaps all) non‐human animals are not guided by reasons at all, but 
they are not thereby irrational, but rather non‐rational. The rational/
non‐rational contrast also applies to individual psychology, since it is 
distinctive of Plato in the ‘middle dialogues’ to identify non‐rational 
elements within the personality, and to present a picture of proper 
human development, and therefore of rationality itself, as constituted 
by the proper interrelation of the non‐rational and the rational elements 
of the personality. There is also discernible in the dialogues of this 
‘period’ a tendency to identify the rational soul with the real self, and 
thus to identify the virtue of rationality with the perfect functioning of 
the rational soul, independently of its relation to non‐rational elements 
in the personality. In this paper I shall explore the tension between 
these two conceptions of rationality, which arise from two conceptions 
of the self, and consider the extent to which Plato succeeded in 
resolving the tension as it affects either conception.

The complex psychology of the ‘middle’ dialogues, with its 
concomitantly complex picture of rationality, contrasts with a simpler 
psychology, found in at least some of the ‘Socratic’ group of dialogues, 
where there is a single uniform motivation, towards the achievement of 
the agent's overall good, leaving no room for conflict of motivation 

(p.225) 
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between rational and non‐rational elements in the personality.4

Ordinary thought, as represented by Meno and by ‘the many’ in the 

Protagoras,5 rejects this account, insisting on the commonsense 
position that it is possible to pursue what one knows or believes to be 
bad for oneself, because one is overcome by such non‐rational impulses 
as lust or fear, but Socrates argues that all alleged cases of giving in to 
what one knows or believes to be bad for one are in fact attributable to 
misconception or miscalculation.6 Everyone really wants what is best 
for him or herself overall, but may have a wrong conception of what 
their good consists in, or, while conceiving it correctly, may 
simply fail to estimate correctly how it is to be achieved, through 
carelessness, or haste, or overconcentration on the immediate at the 
expense of more distant goals. These various kinds of misconception or 
miscalculation are forms of irrationality, in that they are the ways in 
which the intellect fails to perform its proper function; we can then sum 
up this ‘Socratic’ view in the slogan that irrationality consists in 
cognitive failure.

Consideration of the kinds of cognitive failure discussed in the 
argument with the many in the Protagoras indicates certain links (on a 
developmental view possibilities of transition) between this ‘Socratic’ 
psychology and the more complex psychology of the Republic. Suppose, 
for instance, that one judges that because of the risk of sexually 
transmitted disease one should avoid an attractive sexual encounter, 
but is overcome by lust and gives in to temptation against one's better 
judgement. According to Socrates one simply misestimates the relative 
values of the pleasure in prospect from the encounter and the pain in 
prospect from the disease, because one tends to exaggerate immediate 
pleasures and pains and underestimate distant ones (Prot. 356a–c). But 
is one more attracted by the immediate pleasure because one 
overestimates it, or is it rather the case that one overestimates it 
because one is more attracted to it? Socrates appears to assume the 
former, but he gives no argument to rebut the latter alternative. But if 
there can be motivational sources of cognitive failure, such as failure to 
weigh up various alternatives adequately because one is, prior to the 
weighing up, already attracted to one alternative more than to any of 
the others, or jumping to a conclusion in advance of proper deliberation 
because of the attractiveness of that envisaged conclusion, then 
rationality will no longer reduce to correctness in practical judgement. 
It will indeed be true that every instance of practical irrationality is a 
case of cognitive failure, in that the agent will have failed to form a true 
practical judgement which, had it been formed, would have led to the 
right action. But that failure may itself be caused by an excessive 
attachment e.g. to some kind of pleasure, and hence the systematic 

(p.226) 
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avoidance of cognitive failure may require the elimination of its causes, 
such as excessive attachment to that kind of pleasure. A parallel 
situation can arise in the purely cognitive sphere. I may make mistakes 
in arithmetic through failure in concentration, and I may fail to 
concentrate because I am distracted every time a pretty girl walks past 
when I am working in the library. In that situation the best way 
to improve my performance in arithmetic tests may be not to spend yet 
more hours on arithmetical problems, but instead to cultivate an 
attitude of indifference to the presence of pretty girls in the library. 
Here reliable arithmetical competence requires that calculative skill be 
supported by the appropriate kind of motivation. That appears to be the 
situation in the Gorgias, where we find Socrates arguing against Polus 
(467–8) that whatever anyone does they do in the belief that it is best 
for them,7 and against Callicles (504–8) that the best state of the 
personality is that in which the desire for pleasure is under control, so 
that only desires for good pleasures are allowed to be satisfied, while 
desires for bad pleasures, which are compared to the desires of sick 
people for things which are bad for them, are restrained. While 
Socrates does not discuss the issue explicitly, we achieve the best fit 
between these passages on the assumption that the effect of bad 
desires is to cause the people who have them to have the false belief 
that satisfying those desires will be good for them.

There seem, then, to be stronger and weaker versions of what is 
conventionally known as ‘Socratic intellectualism’. On both, an agent 
chooses to φ iff that agent believes that φing is, of the alternatives 
available, the best for the agent. On the stronger version, the desire to 
φ is always aroused by the antecedent belief that φing is, of the 
alternatives available, the best for the agent, whereas on the weaker 
the causal priority may be reversed, allowing it to be the case that the 
agent believes that φing is the best for him/her of the available 
alternatives because he/she antecedently wants to φ. While I know of 
no evidence that this distinction is explicitly drawn in the Socratic 
dialogues, it seems to me that the treatment of the desire for pleasure 
in the Gorgias is best explained on the assumption that Socrates 
implicitly maintains the weaker version in that dialogue. The Gorgias is 
thus intermediate between strong Socratic intellectualism and 

the psychology of the Republic. In strong Socratic intellectualism desire 
is focused on its object by the belief that that object is the best for the 
agent; in the Gorgias desire can cause the belief that the object is best 
for the agent, and thereby motivate the agent to choose that object, 
whereas in the Republic desire motivates independently of evaluative 

(p.227) 
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belief. I leave aside the question whether that intermediate position has 
any chronological implications.

In the Republic the optimal state of the agent is that of psychic 
harmony, in which each of the three parts of the soul performs the task 
for which it is naturally fitted. Rationality consists in the intellect's 
performing its proper task, namely the direction of the life of the agent 
towards the agent's good, including the direction of the functioning of 
the other two parts. It thus requires not merely the cognitive and 
ratiocinative excellence of the intellect itself, but the integrated 
functioning of all three parts, so that each performs its function 
excellently iff the others do. In examining the relation between 
rationality and happiness in the Republic, then, we have to consider the 
contribution to rationality, not merely of the intellect, but also of the 
other parts of the soul.

Considering the intellect first, we see that its contribution to rationality 
is twofold. First, it has the task of caring for the welfare of the soul (i.e. 
person) as a whole (441e5), in contrast with the other parts, which are 
confined to the satisfaction of their specific interests. Second, it has, 
like the other parts of the soul, its own specific desires and pleasures 
(580d6–7), which, in the case of the intellect, are the desires for, and 
pleasure in, the exercise of the intellect itself. These two functions give 
rise to a distinction between two different activities of the intellect. The 
second points to the first‐order role of the intellect in the search for 
knowledge and understanding, hence to the theoretical intellect. The 
first points to the second‐order role of the intellect in coordinating the 
agent's various first‐order desires and pursuits in order to attain a 
maximally good life, hence to the practical intellect. Clearly, the first‐
order desires of the intellect will be among those which the intellect 
has to coordinate in its second‐order role, and the pursuit of that role 
may require on occasion the subordination of some intellectual desire 
to a desire of some other kind, as when an aspiring mathematician is so 
gripped by the fascination of his study that he neglects to eat or sleep, 
thus endangering his health; in that case it would be the function of the 
practical intellect to curb his mathematical fervour in favour of 
the satisfaction of those bodily desires necessary for health. That does 
not, of course, assume that health is unconditionally a greater good 
than mathematical knowledge. All that it assumes is the contrast 
between the long‐term good of health and the short‐term good of the 
achievement of mathematical knowledge here and now. It is left open 
whether the long‐term good of health is itself an ultimate good, or 
whether its goodness is derivative from the necessity of health for the 

(p.229) 
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achievement of yet further long‐term goods, which might, of course, 
include the achievement of mathematical knowledge or some other 
object of the theoretical intellect.

It would therefore be a serious misunderstanding to construe Plato as 
subordinating the theoretical role of the intellect to the practical, 
where the latter is conceived as the attainment of the best life for the 
agent. For we have not yet considered Plato's account of what 
determines the best life. The coordinating role of the practical intellect, 
its choice of which desires are to be satisfied, and which pleasures 
pursued, presupposes a conception of the best life, such that that life is 
better attained by subordinating desire D1 to D2 than vice versa. It is 
clear that the kinds of conception familiar from certain modern, broadly 
‘subjectivist’ theories of value, which seek to identify the best life by 
some criterion of maximal desire‐satisfaction, or of agreeable states of 
consciousness, are not adequate to represent Plato's thought. For him 
the best life is that in which the best desires are satisfied, and in which 
the agent's satisfaction with his/her life is the best kind of satisfaction, 
and the best desires and satisfaction are identified by metaphysical 
considerations, which yield the result that the first‐order goals of the 
theoretical intellect are the goals whose achievement constitutes the 
best life.

These considerations are spelled out most fully in Republic IX. 580c–
588a, where, as part of his demonstration that the best person is the 
happiest (eudaimonestatos) and the worst the most wretched (544a5–8) 
Socrates argues that the life of the best person is the best, and that of 
the worst person the worst, not in respect of orderliness and fineness 
and excellence (in which it is unquestioned that the best person excels 
the worst (588a7–10)), but specifically in respect of pleasure. In the 
first argument (580c–583b), famously taken over by Mill in 

Utilitarianism to demonstrate the superiority of higher over lower 
pleasures, Socrates argues that the best person (identified with the 
philosopher) is the best judge of pleasures. The reason is that 
he is superior to adherents of the pleasures of the other parts of the 
soul not only in reasoning (logos) and intelligence (phronēsis), but also 
in experience; he has had experience of the pleasures specific to the 
other parts of the soul, whereas the adherents of those pleasures have 
no experiences of the pleasures specific to the intellect. The main 
interest of this argument is to make clear the distinction between the 
subjective and objective conceptions of happiness mentioned at the 
outset of this paper; Socrates is not attempting to argue that the 
philosopher enjoys his/her life more than the adherents of the ‘lower’ 
pleasures do theirs, or that the former is better pleased with his/her life 

(p.230) 
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than the latter are with theirs. He states explicitly that each kind of 
person thinks that they have the pleasantest life (581a–582a), with the 
implication that all of them are content with their specific kind of life. 
Rather, he is trying to show that the philosopher's preference for his/
her way of life over the others is a better‐grounded preference than 
that of the other for their ways of life, in that it is preference from an 
epistemically privileged standpoint. This standpoint is that of the 
observer who is best qualified to judge between the value of kinds of 
pleasures in virtue of his reason, intelligence, and experience. It is 
highly plausible that the judgement of the observer who is thus 
qualified is not intended to be ultimate, that is to say that the 
superiority of the preferred kind of pleasures does not consist just in its 
being preferred by the qualified observer. Rather, the preference of the 
qualified observer is grounded in that observer's reason, intelligence, 
and experience. He prefers that kind of pleasure because reason, 
intelligence, and experience reveal to him the way in which that kind of 
pleasure is superior. Socrates' concluding argument for the superiority 
of the pleasures of the intellect (583b–588a) may then be taken as 
showing the respect in which reason, intelligence, and experience 
recognize those pleasures as superior.

This argument depends on the conception of pleasure in general as the 
making good of a deficiency in the organism; thus hunger is a state of 
bodily depletion and ignorance a state of intellectual depletion, and the 
pleasures of satisfying hunger and of discovery are the processes of 
making good the respective depletions. Socrates uses this general 
model to make two points, whose relation to one another is obscure. 
The first is that since the state of bodily depletion is painful, what we 
think of as bodily pleasures are for the most part not instances of 
genuine pleasure at all, but merely episodes of getting rid of 
pain, which are mistaken for real pleasures. The second is that whereas 
bodily deficiencies cannot be geniunely made good, intellectual 
deficiencies can be. While there are many problematic features of this 
argument, it is clear that the second point is supposed to result from 
the fact that the intellect and its objects possess a higher degree of 
reality than bodily‐based desires and their objects. Knowledge, true 
belief, intelligence, and virtue possess ‘pure being’ to a greater extent 
than food, drink, etc., since what is stable and real and immortal ‘more 
truly is’ than what is unstable and mortal (585b12–c5). Since the same 
contrast holds between soul and body (d5), it follows that ‘What itself 
more truly is and is filled with things which more truly are is more truly 
filled than what itself less truly is and is filled with things which less 
truly are’ (d7–9). The soul more truly is than the body in that (a) it is 
immortal, whereas the body is mortal, (b) when it is freed from 

(p.231) 
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association with the body, it attains a changeless state of understanding 
of reality (Phaedo 79d), whereas the body is always subject to change; 
since what is immortal is the intellect, not the complex soul including 
the bodily‐based elements of desire and spirit (Rep. 611b–612a; for 
discussion see below), these features coincide in assigning the highest 
level of reality to the intellect. The objects of the intellect are the 
changeless Forms and the eternal truths about them which constitute 
knowledge, which contrast with the impermanent objects of perception, 
which, in Plato's view, manifest truth only in a qualified and hence 
imperfect way (see especially Rep. V. 475e–480a).

The basic thought then seems to be that knowledge and understanding, 
and consequently the pleasure in those states, are permanent 
possessions of the intellect, whereas all bodily pleasures are 
evanescent, leading to recurrent desires for more episodes of the same 
kind of pleasure, e.g. another meal, another sexual encounter. If that is 
the thought, then the validity of the contrast is highly dubious, since it 
presupposes a totally static view of the intellectual life which eliminates 
any element of activity, such as discovery or even the recapitulation of 
thoughts which one has previously had. Nonetheless, it seems that this 
is Plato's most explicitly stated ground for his fundamental conviction 
that the goals of the intellect are the highest goals, and hence that the 
optimal state of the embodied person is that in which the bodily‐based 
impulses of desire and spirit find their proper function in subordination 
to, and thereby promotion of, those goals. And in exercising their 
proper function these impulses themselves achieve ‘their best 
pleasures, and the truest of which they are capable’ (586e6–587a1). 
Presumably the thought here is that the bodily‐based pleasures 
contributing to the life focused on the goals of the intellect are free of 
the tendencies to insatiability and obsessionality which, in Plato's view, 
characterize those pleasures when they are allowed to dominate the 
agent's life. Hence the intellect ‘cares for the whole soul’ (441e6) by so 
organizing these impulses that they not only promote the proper 
functioning of the intellect, and thereby help to achieve the good life for 
the agent, but also achieve their own optimal satisfaction.

In the embodied agent, then, rationality consists in the intellect's 
performance of its directive function, which has two aspects, first that 
of harmoniously coordinating the short‐term desires specific to the 
three parts of the soul in order best to achieve the agent's long‐term 
goals, and second that of securing the achievement of knowledge and 
understanding of reality (i.e. the Forms) as the supreme long‐term goal. 
As we have seen, rationality requires the proper functioning of the non‐

(p.232) 
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rational parts of the soul. We have now to consider those parts, and 
specifically the questions (a) in what sense they are non‐rational and (b) 
how the harmonious coordination of the three parts is envisaged.

In Republic IV the non‐rationality of the bodily appetites is a crucial 
premiss in the argument leading to the identification of distinct parts of 
the soul. Appetite and reason can be opposed, namely in the situation 
where appetite urges the enjoyment of food, drink, or sex, but reason 
urges restraint; and conflict of motivation requires distinct sources of 
motivation (439a–c). These distinct sources of motivation cannot be 
thought of simply as conflicting reasons, for and against a given course 
of action, for Socrates proceeds to describe appetite as in itself blind or 
impervious to reason. Appetite is simply focused on its specific, 
internal, object, e.g. thirst is in itself nothing more than desire for 
drink, and any considerations about whether drink is good or bad must 
be supplied by a separate principle, namely the intellect (ibid.). This 
account is presented in explicit (438a) opposition to the ‘Socratic’ 
account mentioned earlier in this paper, according to which all desire is 
for things conceived as good, i.e. as promoting the agent's overall good. 
On the new account the conception of things as good belongs to the 
intellect, desire being limited to the conception of its own internal 
object, e.g. to the object of thirst as drink. Bodily appetites are thus 
conceived as evaluatively blind animal urges, which, in the 
situation of motivational conflict, arise from pathological and diseased 
conditions and drag the agent about in opposition to the commands of 
reason (439c9–d2).

The kernel of truth in this account is the abandonment of the ‘Socratic’ 
thesis of uniform motivation; some things are wanted without the belief 
that they promote the agent's overall good, and some in the belief, or 
even knowledge, that they are detrimental to the achievement of that 
good. But that is a feature of all wants, whatever their object, not a 
specific feature of bodily appetites, as our earlier example of the 
obsessive mathematician is sufficient to demonstrate. All desires have 
to be modified and coordinated in the light of the agent's long‐term 
goals, and all have the capacity to be in some degree recalcitrant to 
those processes of modification and coordination. That recalcitrance, 
and the conflicts of motivation which evince it, thus provide no ground 
for the strong characterization of the bodily appetites as non‐rational 
which the passage expresses.

The difference between the treatments of appetite and spirit (thumos) 
is instructive. Spirit is a complex form of motivation whose primitive 
form is anger, and whose conceptual core is a sense of self‐worth which 
manifests itself in such emotions as pride, shame, and indignation. Like 

(p.233) 
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bodily appetites, these emotions too can be recalcitrant to reason, as in 
the case of Odysseus, whose anger at the outrageous conduct of 
Penelope's maidservants with the suitors threatens to carry him away 
and has to be checked by his better judgement (441b–c). Spirit is thus 
distinct from the intellect, yet so closely allied to it as to be liable to be 
taken for an aspect of it, since when appetite conflicts with intellect, 
spirit always sides with the latter, as in the case of Leontius (439e–
440e). The point is that the emotions which manifest spirit are 
themselves permeated by evaluations of what is right and wrong, fitting 
and unfitting for the agent. Thus Odysseus is angry because the suitors 
and their women are wronging him and his household, and Leontius is 
ashamed of himself for giving in to his morbid desire to stare at 
mutilated corpses. These emotions are not only conceptually highly 
complex, but also express rationally grounded judgements of value; 
hence only rational beings are capable of these emotions in their 
developed form, though the primitive basis of anger and aggression is 
common to rational and non‐rational animals.

Spirit, then, is non‐rational only in the strictly limited sense of being 
capable of resistance to rational judgement; in that sense all first‐order 

motivation whatever is non‐rational. Appetite, on the other 
hand, is conceived by Plato as non‐rational in a much fuller sense, in 
that not merely is it capable of being resistant to reason, but it is 
incapable of incorporating rational judgement into its own content as 
spirit does, and as all desire does on the ‘Socratic’ model. The primitive 

thumos (i.e. rage) of infants and non‐human animals is value blind, but 
developed human thumos is permeated with evaluation.8 Appetite, 
however, seems to remain primitive on Plato's new model, so that it can 
only be restrained, not permeated and thereby transformed, by reason. 
That picture is strongly suggested by the image of the soul‐chariot in 
the Phaedrus, with its good and bad horses. The good horse (i.e. spirit) 
is ‘a lover of honour together with self‐control and a sense of 
shame, . . . needing no whip, but controlled by the word of command 
alone’ (253d6–e1), while the bad horse (i.e. appetite) is ‘deaf [sc. to the 
charioteer's commands], barely yielding to the whip and goad’ (e4–5). 
That is, while spirit is sensitive to reason,9 appetite is insensitive to it, 
and can only be suppressed forcibly. This picture is amplified in the 
description which follows of the response of the two to erotic 
stimulation (254a–255a), the good horse obedient to reason and 
responsive to a sense of shame, the bad violent and disobedient, until it 
is finally tamed (tapeinōtheis 254e7) by the repeated experience of 
forcible restraint.

(p.234) 
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This gives a profoundly pessimistic picture of the bodily appetites as 
not merely conceptually primitive but also as intrinsically disorderly, in 
that they are not simply capable of conflict with rational judgement on 
occasion, as spirit is, but that they tend continually to that conflict. 
They are, it appears, incapable of being refined or educated, but can 
merely be restrained until they are ‘tamed’, and even then they have a 
tendency to break out of control if given the slightest opportunity 
(256c). The ideal embodied life is that of those who are ‘in control of 
themselves and orderly, having enslaved that through which 
wickedness came to be in the soul and liberated that through which 
goodness came to be there’ (256b1–3). This model does not seem to 
allow for any genuine harmonization of the appetites with the other 
parts of the soul; since the bad horse is given no positive 
contribution to the functioning of the soul, it can hardly be said to be 
coordinated with the other parts. At best it ‘ceases from its wickedness 
and follows the foresight of the charioteer’ (254e6–7), i.e. it stops being 
disruptive. The appetites are not so much non‐rational as irrational, 
since they are essentially opposed to the promptings of reason. And as 
rationality requires the elimination of irrationality, on this model the 
ideal of rationality is to approach as closely as possible to the 
elimination of the bodily appetites. The ideal of the harmonious 
integration of the parts of the soul, in which each performs its proper 
function and achieves its truest pleasures (see above), has altogether 
disappeared.

Bodily appetites can be totally eliminated only if the body itself is 
eliminated; hence the pessimism of the soul‐chariot image in the 

Phaedrus points towards the more thorough‐going dualism of the 

Phaedo. In the latter dialogue bodily appetites and pleasures belong not 
to the soul but to the body, the soul being identified with the rational 
soul, whose relations to the body are described via eloquent metaphors 
of hindering and imprisonment. The body ‘fills us with lusts and desires 
and fears and fantasies of all kinds and a great deal of nonsense’, so 
that it is impossible to think straight (66c); the desires, pleasures, and 
pains of the body nail the soul to the body, making it accept as true 
whatever the body says (83d), whereas the enlightened person regards 
the senses as a source of deception and takes as real only what is 
grasped by pure thought (83a–c). The real self is the intellect, which 
can achieve its full potential only when it is freed from the shackles of 
the body; hence the true philosopher ‘practises nothing else than dying 
and being dead’ (64a4–5). Rationality and hence happiness are 
impossible in the embodied state, but only, if at all, after the complete 
separation of soul from body when ‘God himself shall release us, and 
being thus pure, through separation from the body's folly, we shall 

(p.235) 
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probably be in like company, and shall know through our own selves all 
that is unsullied . . . because never will it be permissible for impure to 
touch pure’ (67a–b, trans. Gallop [1975]).

The message that true rationality and happiness are impossible for the 
embodied agent cannot be dismissed as an aberration peculiar to the 
special dramatic situation in the Phaedo, where Socrates' departure 
from embodied life is imminent. It recurs in the digression in the 

Theaetetus, where Socrates connects it with the doctrine that the 
material world, in contrast to the divine nature, is intrinsically 
contaminated with evil: ‘It is impossible for evils to be 
eliminated . . . since there must always be something opposed to good; 
yet it cannot be situated among the gods, but it necessarily pervades 
mortal nature and this world. For this reason one must try to escape as 
quickly as possible from this world to that. Escape consists in becoming 
as like god as possible, and becoming like god is becoming just and holy 
together with wisdom’ (176a–b). This might be read in a spirit of bland 
reductionism, according to which escaping from the material world and 
becoming like god are mere metaphors for becoming virtuous, leaving 
us with the familiar idea that since the divine is the paradigm of 
goodness, the person who most resembles the gods is the virtuous 
person. But while Socrates is here certainly maintaining that the way to 
become like god is to establish the rule of reason, the most godlike 
part, in one's soul and thereby become completely virtuous (which is 
essentially the Republic’s account of the nature of rationality and 
virtue), the purely reductionist reading loses the force of the strongly 
evaluative dualism which contrasts the perfection of the divine with the 
inevitable contamination of the material world. Since the material is as 
such a source of disorder and chaos (as in the Timaeus and 

Statesman10 ), involvement with the material world cannot but hinder 
the rational soul in its task of seeking union with the perfect changeless 
rational order of the world of Forms. The embodied soul, like the 
material world as a whole, is capable of receiving rational order, 
however imperfectly and temporarily, and rationality has the task of 
imposing that order, whether at the cosmic level, as in the activity of 
the Demiourgos in the Timaeus, or at the level of the individual agent, 
but the imposition of that order, which is embodied rationality, is merely 
an approximation to the perfect rationality of the disembodied soul. 
Hence ‘escape from this world to that’ is no mere metaphor for 
becoming virtuous; rather, the achievement of virtue by the embodied 
agent is a stage on a journey which will be completed only when the 
rational soul, freed from its bodily shackles, attains its true perfection 
in union with the Forms (Tim. 90a–d).11

(p.236) 
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Prima facie, then, we have an opposition between the relatively 
optimistic picture of embodied rationality in the Republic, where the 
non‐rational elements are harmoniously integrated with the intellect to 
the maximal satisfaction of all, and the pessimism of the Phaedo, 
Phaedrus, and Theaetetus, where rationality requires escape 
from the body, which can be fully achieved only after death. Yet that 
appearance is misleading to the extent that even the optimism of the 

Republic seems to give at best a provisional and approximate account 
of rationality. We should first recall the point made above, that the 
tripartition of the soul in Republic IV itself depends on the picture of 
the appetites as reason‐blind instinctual drives which is the core of the 
pessimism of the ‘dualistic’ dialogues. It is hard to reconcile that 
picture with the Republic’s own account of individual sōphrosunē as the 
harmonious agreement between the rational and non‐rational parts of 
the soul that the former should be in control (442c10–d1), and with the 
result that that rational control guarantees the other parts of the soul 
their best and truest pleasures (586e4–587a1). There is thus internal to 
the Republic itself a tension between an optimistic and a pessimistic 
picture of human rationality, a tension which, as Bernard Williams 
points out,12 has its counterpart at the political level. Secondly, Rep. 
611b–612a distinguishes the true, i.e. the rational soul, which alone is 
immortal, from the tripartite soul, which is an unnatural amalgam of 
the true soul and the accretions, namely spirit and the bodily appetites, 
which have grown on to it through its physical embodiment, like the 
shells, stones, and seaweed which encrust the sea‐god Glaucus and 
conceal his true form. On this analogy, not only is the tripartite soul not 
identical with the real self, it is not strictly speaking a unitary 
substance at all. Insofar as the soul is the self, the tripartite soul is not 
the human soul; the non‐rational parts are not parts of a human soul, 
any more than the barnacles and weed which cover the sea‐god are 
parts of him. What they are parts of is an adventitious composite which 
conceals his true nature; just so the tripartite soul is not the real self, 
but a composite which conceals the real nature of that self. Hence the 
optimistic picture of rationality as the health of the soul (444d–e), i.e. 
the harmonious coordination of rational and non‐rational elements, is at 
best an approximation to true rationality and true health. It is the best 
possible state of the unnatural amalgam; but the true self can only be 
healthy when it is freed from the amalgam and thereby enabled to 
exercise its rationality unfettered.

Socratic psychology provides no room for a dichotomy between the real 
self, identified with the rational self, and the embodied self. The 
embodied agent has a uniform motivation toward his or her 
overall good, rationality consists in the achievement of a correct 

(p.237) 

(p.238) 
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conception of that good, and rationality thus conceived is, assuming a 
minimum level of goods, such as health, which are outside the agent's 
control, sufficient for eudaimonia.13 In the dialogues which I have 
discussed in this paper Plato abandons the assumption of uniform 
motivation in favour of a complex psychology which yields a 
correspondingly complex conception of rationality, requiring not merely 
the correct conception of goods to be pursued, but also the integration 
of non‐rational elements in the personality with the directing function 
of the intellect. This new conception of rationality, which is identified 
with the health of the complex soul, is, subject to the same 
qualification, also held to be sufficient for eudaimonia. But the 
heightened psychological realism of the new conception is purchased at 
a high price, that of the integration of the agent. For in that conception 
the embodied agent is split off from the real self, which is identified 
with the intellect. The supreme good of the real self is rationality itself, 
i.e. its perfect functioning in theoretical understanding of reality; but 
that good, which is true eudaimonia, it can achieve fully only when 
freed from the entanglements of the body. In its embodied state the 
best it can do is so to modify the non‐rational elements that the latter 
play their proper role in an embodied life which is itself directed to a 
goal, theoretical understanding, the complete achievement of which is 
bound to be frustrated by the embodied state itself. Plato is torn 
between the view that the non‐rational elements in the soul should as 
far as possible be suppressed, as in the Phaedo and Phaedrus, and a 
more positive view, which has some affinities with Aristotle's theory of 
ethismos, in which they can be trained to provide a pre‐rational 
appreciation of the good and the beautiful.14 On either view true 
rationality and hence true eudaimonia are beyond the reach of the 
embodied agent. Nor should that surprise us. For eudaimonia is living 
well, and for Plato embodiment is in the last resort an obstacle to the 
rational agent's (i.e. the rational soul's) living well. The approximation 
to living well which is the harmony of the tripartite soul is not in 
fact the life of a unified being, but the best that can be achieved by a 
rational being forcibly yoked to beings of a nature alien to it. Once 
Plato had shattered the unified Socratic conception of an agent at once 
rational and embodied, it was a task for Aristotle and later philosophers 
to put Humpty Dumpty together again.15

Notes:

(1) Held in Buffalo in 2000.

(2) Taylor [1998].

(p.239) 
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(3) Donald Morrison discusses the ‘Socratic’ dialogues in Morrison 
[2003].

(4) Morrison [2003] challenges the claim that Socrates is portrayed as 
an egoist in the ‘Socratic’ dialogues. It is not germane to my present 
purpose to discuss this issue in general. For my purpose here, all that I 
maintain is that in the Meno and Protagoras Socrates rejects the 
possibility of akrasia on the strength of commitment to an egoistic 
psychology, and that in the Gorgias he maintains against Polus that 
whatever we do we do in the belief that it is best for us (see n. 7 below).

(5) Meno 77c, Prot. 352d–e.

(6) Meno 77c–78b, Prot. 353c–357e, 358b–d.

(7) I am not persuaded by Morrison's non‐egoistic reading of this 
passage (Morrison [2003]). The goods for the sake of which people are 
said to undertake unpleasant or neutral actions, wisdom, health, 
wealth, etc., are most naturally understood as good for the person who 
has them. At 468b1–4 Socrates makes the claim that whenever we walk 
or stand still it is because we think it better to do so (sc. than not), and 
therefore for the sake of the good. While indeed this sentence does not 
contain the explicit specification that we do so because it is better for 
us, Socrates immediately continues ‘So (oukoun) if we kill or exile 
anyone or deprive them of their property, we do so thinking that it is 
better for us to do those things than not’ (b4–6). Here the explicitly 
egoistic claim is expressed as following from the immediately preceding 
sentence, which should therefore be understood (as is in any case most 
natural) as implicitly containing that claim.

(8) That is why Aristotle maintains that giving in to one's thumos
against one's better judgement is less disgraceful than the 
corresponding failure in respect of bodily desires (EN 1149a24–b2).

(9) The Greek κελεύσματι. . .καὶ λόγῳ, translated ‘word of command’, 
has the implication of rational command.

(10) Tim. 53a–b, Pol. 273a–d.

(11) I am here indebted to Annas [1999], ch. 3. See also Sedley [1999].

(12) Williams [1973].
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(13) In allowing the qualification expressed in this sentence I side with 
Vlastos [1984] and with Brickhouse and Smith [1987] against Irwin 
[1986] and [1995], ch. 4, esp. 58–60. Socrates’ insistence on the 
paramount importance of the state of one's soul, which he assumes to 
be within one's control, and on the comparative worthlessness of other 
reputed goods (Ap. 28b, 29d, Prot. 313a) has the effect of considerably 
narrowing the gap between these opposed positions. See ch. 10 of this 
volume, p. 160 n. 19.

(14) See Rep. 401a–403c, and Diotima's account of erotic education in 

Symp. 209e–212a.

(15) A symptom of the difficulty which Aristotle found in this task is his 
hesitation in EN X. 7 on whether the human being (anthrōpos) is 
identical with the theoretical intellect (nous) or with the embodied 
complex (suntheton) which includes the intellect. For a fuller discussion 
see Yu [2003]. Inwood [2003] and McPherran [2003] discuss similar 
issues in later philosophers.


