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Show and Tell in the Phaedo

“It is not at all hard to understand my meaning, he replied.  If, for example, the one opposite, to go to sleep, existed without the corresponding opposite, to wake up, which is generated from the first, then all nature would at last make the tale of Endymion meaningless, and he would no longer be conspicuous; for everything else would be in that same state of sleep that he was in.  And if all things were compounded together and never separated, the Chaos of Anaxagoras would soon be realized.”

-Plato, Phaedo, XVII, 72

Socrates delivers this passage as he is making his point that all things are generated from their opposite.  He creates a dramatic illustration for his viewpoint by using the myth of Endymion as well as a reference to Anaxagoras’ theory that all things began in chaos.  We will examine these two analogies and the circumstances of the conversation further to better understand Socrates’ argument, and the techniques that Plato uses to enhance the reader’s perception of the dialog.

First, it is important to understand the context in which this passage occurs.  The Phaedo is an account of a dialog conducted primarily by Socrates, Simmias, and Cebes.  Its power upon the reader is greatly enhanced by its setting and the circumstances under which the conversation takes place: Socrates has been found guilty of impiety and corrupting the youth of Athens, and has been sentenced to death.  On the day of his execution, several of his friends come to his prison cell.  Notably absent is Plato, unable to attend due to illness.

Plato writes the dialog from the standpoint of Phaedo retelling the event to Echecrates.  This narrative aspect allows for the inclusion of several dramatic details that enhance the reader’s vision of the event and add an understanding of Socrates’ emotions.  For example, he has his wife and children sent away, as he doesn’t want any weeping or sobbing to spoil the day.  Also, at a break in the dialog, the reader learns that Phaedo is sitting at Socrates’ side, and Socrates is affectionately running his hand through the boy’s hair.  These small details conspire to add a layer of insight into Socrates’ feelings, and make the reader’s overall understanding of the event go far beyond what a mere dry transcript of the dialog would provide.

Socrates, in his argument supporting the immortality of the soul, employs an illustrative technique similar to that described above, with the intent of making his obscure discourse more immediately comprehensible to his audience.  After showing that all things arise from their opposite, Socrates summates his argument by saying, “If generation were in a straight line only, and there were no compensation or circle in nature, no turn or return into one another, then you know that all things would at last have the same form and pass into the same state, and there would be no more generation of them.”  This argument confuses Cebes, and he asks Socrates what his meaning is.  Socrates then responds with the passage quoted at the beginning of this document.

First, Socrates assures Cebes that his meaning will be easy to grasp.  As you try to work your way through the opaque tangents that populate Plato’s dialogs, this can be a reassuring thing to hear.  Thus encouraged, we continue to the next sentence.  Here Socrates simply says that without the concept of waking, soon the population of the whole world would soon be eternally asleep.  However, he embellishes this statement with a reference to the myth of Endymion.


According to the legen, Endymion was the most handsome of all men.  The moon goddess Selene become thoroughly enamored of him, but knew that his mortality would make him age and one day die.  She solved her dilemma by putting upon him a spell of eternal sleep, under which he would not age and forever retain his beauty.1  When connecting the writing of Plato to a Greek myth, it’s tempting to search for a deeper connotation or theme, but none is apparent here.  This reference merely serves to illustrate Socrates’ point with a well-known (to his audience at the time) Greek legend.


In the next sentence, Socrates offers a theory of Anaxagoras’ as a visual aid.  Anaxagoras once proposed that in the beginning, the seeds of all matter lay mingled in chaos, until the force of nous, or mind, set the matter into motion that eventually created order.  Once again, Socrates avoids the deeper concepts of the idea, such as the generation of the universe and the power of nous, and just uses the notion of chaos to illustrate the state at which the world would arrive if things only joined together, and never separated.

At first, it is unclear in what manner Socrates intends to use this example, since he describes this chaos as an end, but in Anaxagoras’ theory, chaos is clearly at the beginning of things.  It’s easier to understand why Socrates chose this illustration when you consider another translation of the text, by Benjamin Jowett: “Or if there were composition only, and no division of substances, then the chaos of Anaxagoras would come again.”2  In this version, Socrates clearly refers to the state of chaos as something that precedes the world’s current ordered nature, and indicates that without separation, all matter would recombine into a chaotic mess.


After Socrates elucidates his thoughts on the immortality of the soul, Simmias and Cebes each dismantle his argument with their own analogies.  Socrates’ final argment for the immortality of the soul contends that the soul, being of life, can never admit of death, just as heat can never admit of cold.  Satisfied with his defense, he then advises the men to care well for their souls in life that they may fare well in death.3


The Phaedo ends with another prime example of a poignant dramatic moment.  As Socrates drinks his hemlock poison, the men begin to weep.  Socrates tells them to cease their laments, as he already had the women sent away to avoid such commotion.  Socrates’ resolve even in the face of such tragedy shows that he truly believes his soul will survive beyond his death, and that a greater reward is waiting for him after he dies, but the tears of his friends indicate that not only will he be greatly missed after his death, but that they were not fully convinced by his arguments.


1Endymion in Greek Mythology Mythography (Loggia.com, 2003)

<http://www.loggia.com/myth/endymion.html>


2Plato Phaedo Trans. Benjamin Jowett (The Internet Classics Archive, 2000)

<http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/phaedo.html>.


3Novel Analysis: Phaedo (Novelguide, 2002)

<http://www.novelguide.com/phaedo/novelsummary.html>.

