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Philosphical egkrateia
My topic is the place of egkrateia in philosophical ethics. I begin with Xenophon, because for him egkrateia is fundamental—in fact he literally calls it the foundation of virtue (krêpis arêtês–M.1.5.4). The opposite is akrasia, which is condition of weakness in which the subject is “overcome” (hêttô) by “the belly or wine or sex or labor or sleep” (M.1.5.1), to which are sometimes added “heat or cold” (M.1.2.1). Egkrateia is thus a capacity of resistance to forces either internal (desires, temptations, inclinations) or external (stress from the environment). Accurate speech may distinguish these two, calling the former egkrateia, the latter, karteria—Aristotle says “ to karterein has to do with resistance, while egkrateia has to do with control” (N.E. 1149b 32–35)—but most often egkrateia includes both. (Isocrates—Nicocles 39—treats the two as synonyms, alternating them as mere variatio.) This has to do with a difficulty in distinguishing the internal from the external, a difficulty to which I shall return.

Egkrateia became an ethical term in the 4th c.; 5th c. writers use the verb egkratein to mean “take over” or “take charge” of something, for instance a government or a subject city; the egkratês is the person or group that has taken charge. The historians, and Demosthenes, continue to use the term in this way. Already in the Hippocratic writers, however, egkrateia  has become a term of art. As applied to part of the body it has to do with stable functioning; a certain secretion is not a problem as long as “it is small and proportionate, and ἐγκράτεες ἐῶσιν αἱ ἀδένες—as long as the glands can handle it (egkrateis eosin)”(de Glandulis sec. 7).   A patient experienced pain in her neck and back καὶ οὐ πάνυ ἐγκράτης τουτῶν—she didn’t have much strength (ou panu egkratês) there” (de morbis popolaribus Book 7, chapter 1, section 8). This does not mean that the musculature had weakened; it means that for while she couldn’t seem to make it work. Similarly in the next section we hear of a patient who recovered and “not much later got back the use (egkratês egeneto¨—ἐγκράτης ἐγένετο) of his hands and legs”. Other patients “flap their tongues and are not in control (ouk egkratees eontes—οὐκ ἐγκράτεες ἐόντες) of their lips” (idem Book 2 Chapter 5 Section 2). Egkrateia thus has to do with the connection between parts of the body, or between the mind and the body; the intention is to move the body a certain way, but when this link fails the body does not respond. We hear of another type of patient who recovers from delirium “καὶ αὐτὸς ἑαυτοῦ ἐγκρατέστερος γίγνεται—comes back to his senses” or as we might say, was himself again (egkratesteros). (de affectionibus Section 10). Here the connection seems to be between parts of the mind. In any case, egkrateia is about connections.
Egkrateia is self control, and the term implies that there is something about the self that requires control. As Aristotle says, the egkratês has some powerful bad impulses; otherwise he would simply be sôphrôn, temperate. In Phaedo’s dialogue Zopyrus Socrates confirmed Zopyrus’ judgment that he, Socrates, was a man of powerful appetites, but says he had overcome them by askêsis, disciplined training. Socrates thus qualified as egkratês.
Akrasia—which Aristotle says is not a vice but a pathos, a condition, like being drunk or delirious—is the experience of being swept away; something not itself in the self takes over the self. As Isocrates remarks: this is something that happens to the most respectable people, particularly when it comes to sex (Nicocles 39). While working on this paper I happened to be reading a novel in which at a certain point a lawyer, who is the narrator, is about to fall into the arms of the beautiful wife of one of his clients, the client being in jail— which is not only adultery but the kind of thing that can get you disbarred. The chapter ends: “She came and sat down beside me on the couch, just as the next song was starting: ‘One thing was leading to another.’ Precisely! That was the last rational thing I was able to say to myself, that night.” This is classic egkrateia; the rational self simply disappears.
In fact from a certain point of view the problem with akrasia is not the indulgence but the being swept away by it. This seems to have been the position of Aristippus, whose cheerful hedonism made him popular at the court of Dionysius the Younger of Syracuse. Maximus of Tyre (1.9)  states the position:

Aristippus, while clothed in purple and anointed with perfumes, was not less temperate than Diogenes; for just as if somebody had equipped the body with the ability to be untouched by fire, he would be of good cheer even if he entrusted his body to Etna, so anybody who has equipped himself well for pleasure will neither, when engulfed by it, get hot nor burn nor melt.

On the other hand, as Harold Tarrant (1994. P. 124), who quotes this passage, points out “that feeling of being swept away by pleasure… is the very aspect of a pleasure that many might think most deserved the name ‘pleasure’. Such persons might well accuse Aristippus of rejecting the pleasure in pleasures.”  Possibly what makes sex the temptation to which otherwise respectable people seem particularly liable is that unlike other guilty pleasures—chocolate, for instance, or sleeping through an appointment—that swept-away feeling can there be shared with another person.

Egkrateia is important because it is difficult. Akrasia, the alternative, is serious  because it is dangerous. To be swept away is to lose track not only of duties but also of consequences. It is possible that Aristippus—who was a Socratic, although an outlier in that crowd—actually learned his disciplined approach to pleasure from Socrates. At any rate, in Xenophon (M.2.1) Socrates has a discussion with Aristippus on the topic.

Socrates begins by asking what kind of person we would think capable of being in charge of something. Everybody has to eat, but wouldn’t you want someone who can skip a meal in order to meet a crisis? Who can pass up a drink, go without sleep, be ready to work and to study? Look at all the trouble the adulterers get into, when there are plenty of safe ways of dealing with sexual tension. And how can you stay in shape if you don’t get outdoors and exercise? So, given that only the egkrateis can be trusted to be in charge of anything, which type would you rather be? I don’t want to be in charge of anything, Aristippus replies, it’s hard enough for me to get my own needs met. If I’m in public service the public will treat me the way I treat my servants; I want them to give me all the goodies and not take any for themselves. Well, says Socrates, let’s think about which life is more pleasant, the life of the rulers or of the ruled. There’s a third possibility, says Aristippus, it’s called freedom. I don’t want to be part of a community, I’ll be a stranger everywhere. And how do strangers fare? asks Socrates. You’ll be at constant risk and everyone will take advantage of you. 

Well, Socrates, says Aristippus, I don’t see that this royal art you teach is much different from being forced into misery, if you have to go hungry and thirsty and cold and sleepless and altogether be voluntarily miserable. Socrates responds that there is all the difference between voluntary and involuntary misery; in a good cause one can even take pleasure in hardship. At this point Aristippus stops talking while Socrates goes on to quote Hesiod, Epicharmus, and (at length) Prodicus. 

Socrates’ arguments—here, and generally in Xenophon—are all about enlightened self-interest. It is good to be good, to be a good friend and a good citizen, because it pays off—in worldly advantages and in self-esteem. Obviously these arguments are sound, but they seem to me a little chilly, almost like Lord Chesterfield on sex: “The pleasure is brief, the expense damnable, and the position undignified.”

In any case, these arguments have little relevance to akrasia, because the aktratês has already heard them. When we’re swept away it’s not because we’ve made some erroneous calculus of the maximization of our utility, it’s because for the moment all that seems completely irrelevant. We know better, but we do it anyway. Something has gone epistemologically wrong. This makes akrasia a philosophical problem. Aristotle takes it up in the first half of Book Seven of the Nicomachean Ethics.

Aristotle begins by quoting Socrates in the Protagoras (252c), who says most people think knowledge can be “dragged around like a slave” by anger, pleasure, pain, passion, often by fear, so that someone has knowledge but the knowledge is not in charge. Aristotle goes so far as to say that by denying this Socrates denies that akrasia can occur, “but this denies things clearly obvious” (1145b 26). Aristotle then sets about explaining how akrasia can in fact occur, how there can be knowledge that does not function as knowledge. Commentators differ as to whether Aristotle asserts that the actor pays attention to the wrong truth about the matter at hand—“this will be fun” rather than “this is big trouble” (H.H. Joachim)—or simply that their knowledge “is not making the kind of difference it should” (Sara Brodie). Aristotle seems to me to say both, but in either case he concludes that “what Socrates was looking for actually does happen” (1147b15): what looks like knowledge fails to function as knowledge. Really this comes to little more than saying that the “things clearly obvious” are in fact obvious; people do get carried away.

In the course of working through the issue, however, Aristotle makes a number of interesting remarks: that, for instance, people can affirm the validity of the rule they’re breaking—“I know I shouldn’t be doing this”. In such cases, he says, they’re like a drunk quoting Empedocles or an actor performing a script (1147a21-23)—citing two different kinds of cases in which people say things they don’t actually mean. He says that the passions—anger, sexual desire—“lodge themselves in the body” (1147a16). He says that animals are not capable of akrasia because they cannot conceptualize universals (1147b4). All this suggests that akrasia is a problem of the relation of the body to the soul, and specifically to the kind of soul that is capable of speech, that is to say, of conceptual thought. As in the medical writers, the egkratês is one who is able to hold firm the body/soul connection. He is someone whose concepts, like his passions, lodge themselves in the body.

But surely to be entirely ruled by your concepts is a distortion, some kind of hyper-rationality. A healthy polytheism requires that we honor both Apollo and Dionysus—or, as the Hippolytus teaches, both Artemis and Aphrodite. We can’t be good all the time. Virtue, from a certain point of view, is something to be indulged in moderation; egkrateia is not an absolute value. And to find the standard, to know just how good we need to be, we need (from this same point of view) to understand what egkrateia is for.
This brings us back to Socrates and Aristippus in the Memorabilia. Socrates there is trying to turn Aristippus away from enjoyment and comfort in the direction of higher things. Higher things, in this context, mean archê, rule; Socrates insists there is no middle ground between being one of the rulers and being one of the ruled—which is to say, to lead the life of a slave. The rulers alone live well:

The labor that brings good friends or overcomes your enemies, the labor of those who acquire capacities of body and soul so that their own households thrive and they can help their friends and benefit their homeland, how can you deny that such people enjoy their labor and live in comfort, content with themselves, praised and envied by others?

The life Socrates here describes is that of the kalos k’agathos, the bon bourgeois who makes demands on himself to make his place in the world, rich and generous, a good friend and a dangerous enemy, admired and secure. Such a man (they’re always men) has timê, value; he knows himself to be a valuable person. Timê is the gift of the people; usually it takes the form of election to high office. The foundation of all this is egkrateia; such a man cannot afford to let his impulses distract him from the achievement and maintenance of his social and personal identity. His tasks and responsibilities are defined by his social class and his class position sustains him in them.

Since the bourgoisie, as Marx pointed out, is a class in contradiction, a class in competition with itself, this class position has its dark side: the struggle for power may eventuate in conspiracy and revolution. In the Athenian 5th c. the two figures who embodied these tendencies were Alcibiades and Critias, and both were identified with Socrates. This was one of the charges against him at his trial, as Xenophon tells us:

The prosecution said that Critias and Alcibiades were companions of Socrates and did the greatest damage to the city… I will explain how their association with Socrates came about. These two men were by nature the most ambitious of any Athenians; they wanted everything to be done through them and that they should be the most notable. They knew that Socrates lived self-sufficiently on the smallest income, that he was most egkratês in regard to all pleasures, and that he handled all who conversed with him in any way he wished… So they thought if they associated with him they would become most capable of speech and action.

Alcibiades and Critias, that is, saw Socrates’ power. His ability to live on next to nothing, underdressed and barefoot, was karteria; his karteria and enkrateia displayed his power over himself. His dialectic, his ability to take charge of any conversation, displayed his power over others. His powers were his charisma.

However, the philosopher is uncomfortably close to the tyrant, in that both follow their own standards and are relatively immune to social control. Critias and Alcibiades saw a link between Socrates’ powers and the possibility of tyrannical power. Xenophon nowhere explains how the kind of temperate ambition Socrates recommends to Aristippus is to be distinguished from the raw ambition displayed by Alcibiades and Critias. For Xenophon the example of philosophical egkrateia can help a worldly man to worldly advantages; presumably those same advantages, that is to say, a sufficiently enlightened self-interest, can provide the needed standard of moderation. Plato, I suggest, saw the problem more acutely and as more serious.

Plato surely saw that there was something seriously problematic about Socrates’ relations with Critias and Alcibiades. He dramatized the problem of Critias in the Charmides—which, as I read the dialogue, represents a moment in the life of the philosophers in which Socrates returns from military service to find that in his absence Critias has taken over the dialectic, giving Socrates the task (accomplished in the dialogue) of taking it back. However, I’ll defend this reading elsewhere. Here I shall speak of Alcibiades, whose relation with Socrates can be traced through the two Alcibiades dialogues, the Protagoras, the Symposium, and (I’m going to suggest) the Republic.
Plato chose Alcibiades to talk about Socrates’ egkrateia (not under that name: no one in Plato calls Socrates egkratês or refers to his egkrateia) because Socrates has exactly what Alcibiades lacks. Alcibiades , in his speech in the Symposium, tells the story of his failure to seduce Socrates as evidence of Socrates’ almost supernatural resistance to sexual temptation; he then tells several stories of Socrates’ military service and speaks of his karteria, his ability to endure toil, to ignore cold and walk barefoot through the snow, how he could drink and not get drunk, how he stood still all day and all night thinking something out, how he turned down a medal, how in the desperate retreat after the battle of Delium he showed no fear. Then Alcibiades’ whole speech ends as it began, speaking of the power of Socrates’ dialectic. These are the same themes that brought Alcibiades and Critias to Socrates according to Xenophon.

Alcibiades is of course the classic case of akrasia, which probably is why so many Socratic dialogues were written about him, including dialogues by Antisthenes, Aeschines, Phaedo and Eucleides. In the Symposium Alcibiades says he was unable to stay true to philosophy because he was “swept away (hêttêmenôi) by the timê offered by the many” (216b). In other words, the very thing offered by Socrates to Aristippus as the reward of egkrateia is in Plato the cause of Alicibiades’ akrasia. This may give us some idea of the difference between Plato’s Socrates and Xenophon’s. 

Of course we know that Alcibiades also suffered from akrasia of the usual kind, the inability to resist various kinds of dissipation. In Thucydides he is a tragic figure; because he lacked Pericles’ self-control he was unable to fulfill his promise as Pericles’ successor.  Thucydides says:

His standing (axiôma) among the citizens was high, but he indulged his desires beyond his resources in keeping a stable and other expenses, which was not the least important cause of the fall of Athens. The many feared the extent of his personal dissipation and the lawless spirit in which he approached each of his projects, and so opposed him thinking he aimed at a tyranny, so although in his public life he made the best dispositions as to the war, each of them privately was offended by his way of living, so they turned to others and before long brought down the city. (6.15)

Alcibiades, in other words, exactly displayed the point Xenophon’s Socrates made to Aristippus: a certain amount of egkrateia is necessary for success in public life.
 In the Platonic dialogues this same tragic story has a different, still tragic, meaning; it becomes the test case of philosophy’s capacity to hang on to its most promising prospects. It seems that philosophy requires philosophic egkrateia, that is, the capacity to remain faithful to the philosophic enterprise. Like all egkrateia this is difficult; the difficulties give rise to some of the most melancholy pages of the Republic. What chance will there be for philosophy

when the many sit down together in a mass in an assembly or lawcourt or theater or armed camp or some other joint mass meeting, where with great noise they praise some things that are said or done and blame others, to an extreme in each case, with shouting and applause, and the very rocks and the place where they are echoes back to them and doubles the noise of blame and praise. In such a situation how can a young person, as they say, take heart? What kind of private education could stand up to it, and not be swept away (kataklustheisan) by such praise and blame, as if carried away by the current? (492b-c)

In a world where collective opinion determines all values “in music or in painting or in politics” (493d) what chance does independent thinking have?

What do you see that could secure a philosophical nature, to stay with the career and bring it to completion? … We’ve agreed that teachability and memory and courage and greatness of spirit belong to such a nature… His relatives and fellow citizens will want to use him for their purposes… On the basis of their needs, making him special (timôntes) they will anticipate the future and make flattering promises of his future greatness… What do you think such a person in such a situation will do, especially if by chance he is born in a great city, and is rich and of good family, and furthermore is tall and good-looking? Don’t you think he’ll swell up with impossible hopes, thinking himself capable of handling the affairs of the Greeks and the barbarians too, and on this basis he’ll raise himself high, filled up with posturing and vain pride with no sense in it? (494a-d)

Surely Socrates lays out the facts of the matter—I think with special reference to Alcibiades. Let us remember that he is here speaking to Adeimantus, the less philosophical of his two interlocutors in the Republic. Seen from the outside the analysis makes perfect sense—but for those on the inside, for those who have felt the power of philosophy, the facts of the matter provoke a question: how is it that philosophy does not itself create the virtues needed to sustain it? This question is not so easy to answer.

 If egkrateia has to do with the relation between body and soul, it is well to remember that this problem has a history. In Homer it does not exist, and probably in Homer’s time it did not exist. In Homer the whole psychic life is conceived as organic functioning, mostly of the phrenes, the lungs, and their content, the thumos, the breath—sometimes of the êtôr, which I believe to be the digestive fluid. (I’ve argued these identifications elsewhere.) The psuchê in Homer is what has been called the “eschatological soul”; it comes into existence, or at least is recognized as an entity, only at the moment of death when it departs for Hades. It is not the person but an image of him; Achilles says “I saw Patroclus’ psyche and it looked wonderfully like him.” The psuchê continues the existence of the person as a mere identity. He is conceived as persisting in Hades as a reflex of the undeniable fact that the dead continue to play a role in the lives of the living. But so long as the person is alive, what we call psychological life is a functioning of the body. Never having taken body and soul apart, Homer does not have the problem of putting them back together.

At some point in time, probably in the early 6th c., people began to get interested in personal immortality. This was part of the tendency we (and the classical Greeks, for that matter) vaguely call “Orphic”; it is associated with mystery religions and purificatory rituals that promised a better afterlife to those who properly prepared for it. Old stories about Isles of the Blessed and so forth were revived as working options for the saved, and stories of great sinners—Sysiphus and Tantalus and such—were similarly extended into a general threat of punishment after death. In this context the psuchê was reconceived as the person, a personality continuing in this life and into the next. It was now possible to speak of the care of the soul, its purification.

Some time in the late 6th c. Pythagoras of Samos established at Croton in Italy a religious order, with a discipline, secrets, taboos, mutual obligations. He taught the immortality of the soul not from this life to the next but from life to life, through reincarnation. What we know of this order is nearly all derived from the Pythagorean refugees who arrived in old-world Greece in the late 5th c. They called themselves “the last Pythagoreans” and it is through them that Plato and Aristotle knew something of the order. They are said to have been the first to call themselves “philosophoi”. There was an anecdote they told to explain the term: Pythagoras had been asked: what does “philosophos” mean? He answered: it is as at the great games: some come to compete, some to buy and sell, but the better sort of people come to look on (kata theôrian).

This anecdote establishes a third term beside the long-standing class distinction between those who live for kerdos, gain, what we would call earning a living, and those better sort of people who have enough command of the surplus to focus on timê, in practical terms, politics. These had long been known respectively as the many and the few. Pythagoras consigned both to the category of the many and declared his philosophers the new elite. They were the people who looked on; theirs was the bios theoretikos, the theoretical life. 

It is probably significant that while Socrates in the Republic spoke of assemblies, law-courts and theaters, the Pythagorean anecdote spoke of the sacred games that formed part of rituals at Olympia, the Isthmia, and elsewhere. Deliberation and theater are for the audience; success and failure are determined by audience reaction. Games and rituals are not for the audience (even though it is possible to sell tickets); they are valid whether an audience is present or not. The audience may certainly make its presence known, but it does not intervene; if the congregation responds as part of the ritual its members cease to be an audience and become celebrants. Therefore the notion of theôria—which originally meant attending a ritual not to take part but simply to be present—involves a kind of detachment. The theoretician is present in the world, but not part of it. At the University of Chicago the students wear tee shirts that say: ”That’s all very well in practice, but how does it work out in theory?”

Theory of course is about the world and seeks the truth of it—not, however, that useful kind of truth so prized by Xenophon, but truth for its own sake. Whereas practical truth is, so to speak, used up in practice—it is only true as long as it works—theoretical truth is always true; even the truths of history, if there are any, are forever: so far as it is true that Alcibiades’ dissipation caused the fall of Athens, it will always be true. Furthermore when we find some truth it is something already there: we discover the connection between Alcibaides’ stables and the failure of the Sicilian expedition just as we can see that (a+b)2 = a2+2ab+b2—and at least in the latter case once we see it we can see that this truth has always been there and always will. Plato and his friends talked about this fact in terms of recollection.

For the Pythagoreans the theoretical life was a spiritual discipline and a shared life. They called themselves hoi philoi, the Friends, and their motto was koina ta philôn, the things of friends are in common. For Plato also philosophical friendship was of the greatest importance, but it was mediated by an epistemology; his people were “the Friends of the Forms”. This epistemology, which was also a metaphysics, made the crucial difference in Plato’s Academy. We call it “the Theory of Ideas” but in Plato’s text it is never presented as a theory or as anything that needs to be explained; it is already there as a familiar way of talking. This way of talking, however, distinguishes the philosophers from the rest. Socrates in the Republic again:

The fine itself rather than the many fine things, or each thing itself rather than the multitude of each, is there any way the populace can attain to that or hold that it exists?

Not at all, he said.

So then, I said, a philosophical populace is impossible. (493e–494a)

A philosophical democracy, it turns out, is epistemologically unattainable. The philosophers are that little society marked off from the larger society and bound in friendship by their common commitment to the “really real”, the essential nature of things. Membership in their society, not the trust of the many, is the reward of philosophical egkrateia. 
The most eloquent, actually ecstatic description of the philosophical experience is Diotima’s, at the top of her ladder.

Once he has contemplated (theômenos) in order and rightly the plural beauties, and is now getting close to the conclusion of erotics, suddenly he will catch sight of beauty amazing in nature…eternal, never coming to be or passing away, not beautiful in one way, ugly in another [and so forth]… There… if anywhere life is livable for a person, contemplating (theômenôi) beauty itself…Or don’t you think…that here alone it will happen for him, seeing the beautiful as it is visible, to generate not images of virtue, in as much as he is not in touch with an image but with truth? And when he generates true virtue and makes it thrive it will be his lot to be loved of the god, and if any person can be immortal, it will be him (210e–121a)

In this account contemplation culminates in an out-of-body experience; time stops, in a mystic rapture. Diotima has however told Socrates (who after all invented her) that he may not be ready for these “Greater Mysteries”—perhaps because this experience is actually not possible in this life. In this life the body keeps getting in the way. Socrates in the Phaedo:

The body is forever keeping us busy by the need of looking after it… It fills us with passions, desires, fears, all kinds of fantasies and such nonsense, so, as people say, we really have no time at all to think about anything… The worst of it is, if we do get a break from it and pay attention to some line of inquiry, in the course of our investigations it’s constantly falling upon us from all directions making noise and confusion, and it confuses us so that because of it we’re not able to see the truth… So if we’re going to get anything in a pure state we need to get away from it and let the soul in itself contemplate its objects in themselves. (66c-d) 

Therefore in the Phaedo Socrates talks about the life of the philosophers as “practicing to die”—because “if it is not possible to obtain pure knowledge in the company of the body, then one of two things: either it is nowhere possible to acquire [such] knowledge, or only the dead have it” (66e). The first possibility, notice, is not considered—but it is mentioned. 

If, however, death is (as Socrates defines it) the separation of the soul from the body, it is not at all clear of what these souls after death would consist. After all the soul is deeply implicated in these “passions, desires, fears, and all kinds of fantasies”; these are psychic events. If they are aspects of the soul, then we take them with us into the next world. Possibly without a body to support them these desires and fears would simply atrophy. But, as Michael Inwood remarks “If the souls are to be rewarded and punished they must retain their aversion to pain and a taste for pleasure.” It seems that a soul without a body would not be a whole soul.

It is not so easy to say where the body stops and the soul begins. Socrates in the Phaedo again:

If [the soul] departs defiled and unpurified of the body… in as much as the body has worked its magic upon it with desires and pleasures… how could a soul in such a condition become separate, purely itself by itself?…

Because each pleasure and pain, like a nail, nails her [the soul] to the body and pins her there and makes her bodystuff (sômatoeidê), so she believes to be true whatever the body tells her. (81b, 83d)

In this case the body actually speaks and persuades the soul; conversely the soul (we hear elsewhere) has its own desires and nourishment (84b). Soul and body are in a kind of conversation, not as equals but in hierarchy; that is Socrates’ chief argument against the proposal that the soul is a “harmony”:
[The soul] takes charge of all her so-called components… disciplining some of them harshly, with pain, in some cases according to the rules of medicine and gymnastic training, and in other cases more gently, sometimes with threats, sometimes with correction, keeping up a conversation with the desires and angers and fears as being a something other [than herself] (94c-d).

This is Socrates’ account of egkrateia in the Phaedo. In the Republic and the Phaedrus, of course, he treats the matter by dividing the soul into parts, and giving the rational part the difficult task of controlling the appetitive part, often with the help of a third part, associated sometimes with righteous anger, sometimes with timê and socialized self-respect. This is not the place to review all the varieties of the parts of the soul in Plato’s dialogues; the Republic does not tell the same story as the Phaedrus, and in fact neither of these dialogues is fully consistent with itself. Sometimes Socrates seems not to be speaking of “parts” or “kinds” of soul, but of a diffuse energy that can be directed into different channels. (I owe this point to Michela Sassi.) Then there is a passage in the Republic (436d-e) which for some reason is seldom mentioned in the enormous literature on the parts of the soul in Plato, where Socrates—rather in passing—suggests that they might be like the parts of a top, where the top spins and at the same time stands still. So possibly we should not be speaking of “parts” of the personality or of “functions” but rather of “dimensions”. He might have gone on to point out that it is the spinning of the periphery that makes the axis stand steady; this could give us a very different relation between passion and prudence.

However that may be, I commend to you one particular account of the complexity of the person, toward the end of Republic Nine, where Socrates says we should think of the soul as consisting of three parts, a many-headed beast and a lion and a person (588bff). Thus the person is divided into a body and a soul  which is the real person; the soul then is divided into parts, one of which is the real person. This seems to create a mise en abîme, and suggests that Socrates’ accounts of the soul are various, confused, and contradictory because they put the question in the wrong way. Soul and body, perhaps, cannot really be separated, but then maybe Socrates is not really trying to describe the relation between body and soul; he is rather insisting on an attitude toward life that recognizes some value higher than those of Xenophon or Aristippus. His is the ethics of the theoretical life. 

The soul, in Socratic discourse, is really the idea of a person, and like every Platonic idea it is an ideal, an aspiration, a motive. This may be true of natural species as well; I remember Aristotle somewhere saying that in nature the formal cause and the final cause are the same. We could thus think of the acorn as intent on becoming an oak tree. Be that as it may, because humans are creatures capable of conceptual thought, we are able to form concepts of ourselves, and these concepts shape our motives. Self-knowledge, which conceptualizes our best self, comprehends all the virtues, because our real self is the self to which we aspire. In Republic Nine the person within the person seeks to make himself into a person.  

“The man within the man will have perfect egkrateia and will care for the many-headed beast as if he were a farmer; he will care for and encourage the domesticateable animals, and will prevent the wild ones from increasing, taking the nature of the lion as his ally, and caring for them all together, making them friends to each other and to himself, and so will rear them (589b).

The language here is the language of integration, not of resistance to the appetites but to their healthy accommodation. The philosopher, it seems, can have pleasure and honor too, as long as they’re doing him good. From this point of view living in a body and having bodily needs is a little like keeping a dog. You need to take care of the dog, give it food and exercise; you also need to train it, not to bite, not to dig, not to chew the furniture. If the training goes well you have an animal that is not only not destructive, possibly even useful, but most of all wonderful company.

Here’s my question about this passage: how is it that here Socrates can speak of intergration, whereas in the Phaedrus and the Phaedo the parts of the soul play out as a drama of conflict and (in the best case) repression? The simple answer, within the frame of the drama, is that in the Republic Socrates is talking to Glaucon, and Glaucon at the very beginning of the second book has declared himself confident in the value of justice—here revealed to be integration. Glaucon and Adeimantus do not need to be convinced; they have only asked Socrates to address the opinions of the many, who believe that life is all about achieving honor and securing pleasure. Glaucon can now be told that he too can have pleasure and honor, as long as they are good for him; he already has made the critical life choices.

The contrast is with Alcibiades:

When I hear him my heart leaps up much more than the Corybantic ecstatics and my tears flow by the effect of his discourse… I’ve heard Pericles and other good rhetoricians and I thought they spoke well, but they never had this effect on me; my soul was not in an uproar nor was I distressed at my slavish condition, but with this Marsyas here I often reached the point that I thought my life was not worth living, being as I am… He makes me confess that incomplete as I am I neglect myself and take on the business of Athens. By force as if closing my ears against the Sirens I’ve had to run away, or I’d just sit there by him and waste away. He’s the only person where it happens to me—you wouldn’t think I had it in me—to be ashamed of anything; he’s the only person that makes me ashamed (215e–216b).

Why is Alcibiades’ experience so much more violent that Glaucon’s? Clearly because Alcibiades is in need of conversion; his priorities need to be turned over. I had a friend who always referred to his psychoanalyst as his dentist, and once he remarked: “he’s wanted me to have them all out, but I couldn’t stand the pain”. Alcibiades can see that he would better off if he were better, but he can’t stand the pain.

Philosophy, in this setting, is not just a set of positions and arguments for them; it is an alternative way of life. To get there you have to put something down in order to pick something up. In principle this should be impossible, since you can’t know the good of this different life until you’ve adopted it. Perhaps that is where the myths come in. Socrates, as we see him in the Dialogues, can get past aporia only by telling a story. Some of these are similes, like the cave, some are true myths, like the myth of Er. Some are intermediate, like Socrates’ vision in the Phaedrus. In a sense these stories are dogmatic; they are put before their audience take-it-or-leave it, as something they would do well to believe. On the other hand they are empirical, in that there is no reason to believe them except that they offer an interpretation of ordinary experience. Recollection is such a myth; all it really says is that we recognize eternal truth when we see it. Socrates tells Callicles that he will be stripped naked after death and all the damage to his soul will be visible; he wants Callicles to understand that by his immoralities he is damaging himself, and that the punishment is therefore already occurring. The myth of the choice of lives, which occurs in several places, reminds us that our lives are at every stage conditioned by our choices, while our choices are themselves conditioned by our previous choices. 

In no dialogue is the mythical element more prominent than in the Phaedo, the Socratic dialogue more than any other in which the dialectical process is most evident: argument follows argument in an unfolding sequence, each building on its predecessor. An analysis of the final argument is beyond what I can do here; suffice it to say that it somewhat resembles the ontological proof for the existence of God—just as that asserts that God, as the principle of existence, could not not exist (which reduces to the assertion that existence exists), so in this proof Socrates asserts that the immortal aspect of our nature (which is its formal or ideal aspect) cannot become mortal. He then abruptly concludes:

So altogether, Cebes, soul is immortal and indestructible, and our souls will really be in Hades (106e–107a).

This is nearly as big a leap as to move from the ontological proof to “God so loved the world that he sent his only begotten Son to die for our sins”. And Plato knows this, as he signals by Simmias’ response:

In a way, said Simmias, I myself can no longer disbelieve on the basis of these arguments. But because of the importance of these questions, and in my distrust of human weakness, I am compelled still to keep some disbelief in myself concerning what you have said (107b–c).

And Socrates accepts this response—and goes on to retell his myth of judgment.

Philosophy is a way of being in the world; therefore one cannot be argued into it. This way of talking has its power, and for some people, under favorable conditions, the promise of the way can take hold and settle into an integration, one aspect of which is that these stories come to seem good stories. Their literal truth is irrelevant; they have (once they are working for someone) a truth to life. Those who reach this point have achieved philosophical egkrateia. As with egkrateia in general, we don’t really know why some achieve it and some do not.
Actually the real question is this: how it is that any at all can achieve it? In the Republic (496a-c) Socrates mentions certain external factors that could prevent some philosophical nature from being distracted by politics:  exile, or ill health, or “our own…divine sign, which has hardly come to anyone before.”  The other answer (offered in myth only) has something to do with the philosophical eros. The most complete myth of this condition is in Socrates’ second speech in the Phaedrus. There we learn that of the ideas or ideals, of the “really real realities”, only beauty is accessible through the senses, and so is most capable of inciting eros (250d). Corporeal beauty produces a corporeal effect on the whole soul, but differently in the different parts. 
When the charioteer sees the erotic eye, as the whole soul is heated by sense perception and filled with tickling and desire, the horse obedient to the charioteer, as ever under the constraint of shame, holds itself back from leaping on the beloved; the other horse pays no attention to the charioteer’s goad and whip but bounds forward perforce, and giving every kind of trouble to his yokemate and the charioteer compels them to go toward the beloved and mention the pleasures of sex.… But when the charioteer sees [the beloved] his memory goes back to the nature of the beautiful as he saw it once temperately as he was present in the pure sphere. So seeing he feels fear and in reverent awe falls on his back, and with this is compelled to pull the reins so hard that both horses are set back on their haunches (253e–254c).
There follows a long narrative that culminates in an “anteros” of the beloved for the lover, and a philosophical friendship between them. All this is possible because for certain souls a beautiful person is not only an object of desire but also a reminder of really real reality, as an object of pure contemplation. Whereas in the Phaedo philosophy is achieved by separation from the senses, in the Phaedrus it is available only to those who already inchoately possess it, so that the objects of sense—at least those privileged objects, beautiful persons—provide a direct, indeed a somatic, experience of the ideal. The capacity for philosophic engkrateia is of the soul-and-body; furthermore it is the necessary precondition and the leading indication of the philosophical nature.
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