

   4. With the doctrine of Forms, the universal unchanging objects of true knowledge, Plato’s doctrine of the soul is inseparably connected. There must be Forms for the soul to know if it is to attain its proper goodness, and the soul must be of a certain kind in order to know the Forms. The soul, for Plato as for Socrates is the intellectual and moral personality, the most important part of man; and for Plato it is not only the most important, but is by far more real than the body, an exact reversal of earlier Greek beliefs. But Plato’s doctrine, as I said before, has a double origin, and the soul for him is not only the personality, according to Socrates, but the divine soul of the Pythagoreans. Plato follows Pythagorean tradition on some points very closely. The soul for him is truly divine in the Greek sense; it is a being immortal in its own right and not by gift of any higher divinity, and therefore it has existed always, before its indwelling in any body, and will continue to exist after it has won final release from its chain of incarnations. Immortality is part of its nature. It is altogether a creature of the higher world in which are only Forms and Soul, and has nothing really in common with the world of the senses in which it finds itself, and any “this-worldli- ness” or accommodation to earthly existence on its part is a sin to be punished in the periods of purification in the other world which intervene between its successive incarnations. It has duties to perform in this world, but must never behave as if it belonged here. Plato takes the doctrine of rewards and punishments in the next world extremely seriously, and expounds it in a series of magnificent myths, or symbolical narrations, in which great stress is laid on the punishment of the wicked.*


  The Pythagorean doctrine of the pre-existence of the soul is of the greatest importance to Plato, for it provides the founda- tion of his theory of knowledge. Both the Forms and the soul, we have seen, belong for Plato to a divine, transcendent world, utterly remote and alien from the shadow-show, the flow of appearances, which is the world which we perceive with our senses. (Plato, incidentally, does not hold to the Orphic-Pytha- gorean doctrine of a “fall” of the soul, and never explains clearly why it has to be embodied; the best solution he gives is that in the “Timaeus”; but the question of the reason for the soul’s being in the body at all was much discussed by later Platonists and gave them considerable trouble.) It is therefore quite impossible for Plato to believe that the soul acquires any sort of knowledge of the Forms through its bodily senses. There is nothing in this world of transient individual appearances which can tell us of the existence of that other of unchanging universal truths. Yet the soul appears to learn truths when it is in the body, and to learn them with the help of the senses. How does it do it? Plato’s solution is the famous doctrine of Anamnesis or Recollection.:


  This is simply that the soul has known the Forms in its divine existence before incarnation in a body, and is “reminded” of them by perceiving through the senses those particular things in this world which “participate” in them. So it comes, apparently but only apparently through sense-knowledge, to know universal truths and their properties and relationships which have nothing to do with the world of the senses. The part played by the body and the senses in true knowledge is thus entirely subordinate and incidental. Knowledge of reality is an encounter of the Forms and the soul taking place in that world transcending the material to which they both belong. The Christian Platonists abandoned the doctrine of Recollection because (except for Origen) they rejected the doctrine of the soul’s pre-existence and successive incarnations. But it remains a distinguishing mark of the great Christian Platonist thinkers that they will none of them accept the doctrine of the Christian Aristotelians that the soul attains to such measure of eternal truth as is possible for it through the medium of sense-perception. Instead,-to take the place of Plato’s Recollection, they produce a doctrine of how God illumines the mind to enable it to know eternal truth, which is originated by St. Augustine and developed to a wonderful subtlety and profundity by St. Bonaventure. No Christian Platonist or Augustinian will accept the Thomist statement that there is nothing in the human mind which did not come to it through the senses (a statement which St. Thomas himself makes with many safeguards and which is easily misunderstood in isolation).


  5. So far we have been dealing only with what for Plato was incomparably the most important part of the soul, that is, the reason, the part which knows. But the soul according to Plato is a complex and composite structure of three parts. First there is the reason, the rightful ruler of the whole, which in a properly ordered soul sees the truth and directs the activities of the whole man according to what it sees. Its abode (for highly inadequate and fanciful reasons) is located in the head. Then there comes that part in which the higher emotions have their seat, love of fame, for instance, or just anger. This abides in the breast. Finally there is that part to which belong all the lower, carnal lusts and desires, the ‘savage, many-headed monster” whose abode is in the belly and its adjacent regions. The “spirited” or “soldierly” part, as we may call it, is tractable and obedient to the dictates of reason and is its faithful support and collaborator in the microcosm, the inner commonwealth of Man. The animal part to which belong the carnal and worldly lusts and desires is intractable and rebellious, and can only be brought under the control of the reason after a haid struggle. It is also inwardly disorderly, without any unity in itself, restless and chaotic. A superb picture of the tripartite soul in action is given in the image of the Charioteer and his Two Horses in the “Phaedrus,” where the Driver (Reason) aided by his good and tractable horse (the higher emotions) fights a mighty battle to subdue the undisciplined fury of the bad horse (carnal lust), which yet for all its unruliness remains a necessary member of the team and part of the whole.


  This division of the soul into three parts may seem to break up man to such a degree as to leave human personality very little unity and consequently very little reality. There is, however, besides the single control of reason in the well-ordered soul (or “fully-integrated personality” in modern jargon) another single and therefore in a sense unifying force which Plato recognizes. This is Eros, Desire. Plato’s conception of it is in some ways strikingly like the “libido” of Jung (which has been much misunderstood because of its unfortunate name). Eros in Plato is the motive force behind all human thought and action, the drive of longing after a good unattained which impels the soul on without rest till it is satisfied. There is nothing in the nature of Desire in itself to specify the good at which it aims. Its force can be used by any of the three parts of the soul which gains power in the man. It can be squandered on the base ends of the lower lusts, or directed by the higher “spirited” part to such ends as the acquiring of honour. And it can drive the philosopher on from the desire of mortal beauty till at last he reaches the “great sea of beauty”, the absolute and unchanging beauty of the World of Forms. Then it will be serving reason and attaining its truc end. Plato thus provides his tripartite soul with a single rightful ruler, the reason, and a single driving force, Eros or Desire; and he would have said that man was not truly one or truly man unless reason ruled in him, illumined by the eternal truths of the Forms, and his desire was directed to its proper end, the attain- ment of that transcendent world. With this we should agree, with certain important differences; and Plato comes closer to the Christian perception of the war within us than Socrates seems to have done. Yet later philosophers have generally con- sidered the tripartite psychology too sharp and crude a dividing-up of man, and I think we must agree with their criticism, though as an imaginative and symbolic representation of our present state it remains of the greatest value.


  * Note on Piato’s Later Doctrine of Soul and Body


  But in his later years, as we shall see, Plato came to stress much more strongly the idea of the soul’s function in the visible world and to see it as a link between the Forms and body; and he also emphasised the distinction, very important in all later pagan Greek thought, between the two parts of the visible world, the pure unchanging world of the heavenly bodies and the lower world of earth and the surrounding atmosphere, the region of change and corruption, of birth and death. So he came to think of the soul as having a true bodily home in the heavenly world, and of its ultimate destiny not as complete disembodiment, but attachment to a pure and everlasting heavenly body. What is wrong with our present state is not so much, in this later stage of Plato’s thought, that we are embodied as that we are, for good reasons connected with the order of the universe, in the wrong sort of body, an earthly, animal one: and Plato and all later pagan, and some Christian, Platonists always regard our earthly body with its characteristics of sex and death as unworthy of man’s true nature.


