SOCRATES (PLATO) ON PHILOSOPHY AS A PREPARATION FOR DYING
I will . . . show that he who has lived as a true
philosopher has reason to be of good cheer when he is
about to die, and that after death he may hope to receive the
greatest good in the other world. And how this may be . . . I
will endeavor to explain. For I deem that the true disciple of
philosophy is likely to be misunderstood by other men; they
do not perceive that he is ever pursuing death and dying;
and if this is true, why, having had the desire of death all
his life long, should he repine at the arrival of that which he
has been always pursuing and desiring?
Simmias laughed and said: Though not in a laughing
humor, I swear that I cannot help laughing when I think
what the wicked world will say when they hear this. They
will say that this is very true, and our people at home will
agree with them in saying that the life which philosophers
desire is truly death, and that they have found them out to
be deserving of the death which they desire.
And they are right, Simmias, in saying this, with the
exception of the words “They have found them out”; for
they have not found out what is the nature of this death
which the true philosopher desires, or how he deserves or
desires death. But let us leave them and have a word with
ourselves: Do we believe that there is such a thing as death?
To be sure, replied Simmias.
And is this anything but the separation of soul and
body? And being dead is the attainment of this separation;
when the soul exists in herself, and is parted from the body
and the body is parted from the soul—that is death?
To be sure, replied Simmias.
. . . [M]ust not true philosophers make a reflection, of
which they will speak to one another in such words as
these: We have found, they will say, a path of speculation
which seems to bring us and the argument to the conclusion
that while we are in the body, and while the soul is mingled
with this mass of evil, our desire will not be satisfied, and
our desire is of the truth. For the body is a source of endless
trouble to us by reason of the mere requirement of food;
and also is liable to diseases which overtake and impede us
in the search after truth: and by filling us so full of loves,
and lusts, and fears, and fancies, and idols, and every sort of
folly, prevents our ever having, as people say, so much as a
thought. For whence come wars, and fightings, and
factions? whence but from the body and the lusts of the
body? For wars are occasioned by the love of money, and
money has to be acquired for the sake and in the service of
the body; and in consequence of all these things the time
which ought to be given to philosophy is lost. Moreover, if
there is time and an inclination toward philosophy, yet the
body introduces a turmoil and confusion and fear into the
course of speculation, and hinders us from seeing the truth:
and all experience shows that if we would have pure
knowledge of anything we must be quit of the body, and the
soul in herself must behold all things in themselves: then I
suppose that we shall attain that which we desire, and of
which we say that we are lovers, and that is wisdom, not
while we live, but after death, as the argument shows; for if
while in company with the body the soul cannot have pure
knowledge, one of two things seems to follow—either

knowledge is not to be attained at all, or, if at all, after
death. For then, and not till then, the soul will be in herself
alone and without the body. . . .
Certainly, Socrates.
But if this is true, O my friend, then there is great hope
that, going whither I go, I shall there be satisfied with that
which has been the chief concern of you and me in our past
lives. And now that the hour of departure is appointed to
me, this is the hope with which I depart, and not I only, but
every man who believes that he has his mind purified.
Certainly, replied Simmias.
And what is purification but the separation of the soul
from the body, as I was saying before; the habit of the soul
gathering and collecting herself into herself, out of all the
courses of the body; the dwelling in her own place alone, as
in another life, so also in this, as far as she can; the release
of the soul from the chains of the body?
Very true, he said.
And what is that which is termed death, but this very
separation and release of the soul from the body?
To be sure, he said.
And the true philosophers, and they only, study and are
eager to release the soul. Is not the separation and release of
the soul from the body their especial study?
That is true.
And as I was saying at first, there would be a ridiculous
contradiction in men studying to live as nearly as they can
in a state of death, and yet repining when death comes.
Certainly.
Then, Simmias, as the true philosophers are ever
studying death, to them, of all men, death is the least
terrible. Look at the matter in this way: how inconsistent of
them to have been always enemies of the body, and wanting
to have the soul alone, and when this is granted to them, to
be trembling and repining; instead of rejoicing at their
departing to that place where, when they arrive, they hope
to gain that which in life they loved (and this was wisdom),
and at the same time to be rid of the company of their
enemy. Many a man has been willing to go to the world
below in the hope of seeing there an earthly love, or wife,
or son, and conversing with them. And will he who is a true
lover of wisdom, and is persuaded in like manner that only
in the world below he can worthily enjoy her, still repine at
death? Will he not depart with joy? Surely he will, my
friend, if he be a true philosopher. For he will have a firm
conviction that there only, and nowhere else, he can find
wisdom in her purity. And if this be true, he would be very
absurd, as I was saying, if he were to fear death.
He would, indeed, replied Simmias.
And when you see a man who is repining at the
approach of death, is not his reluctance a sufficient proof
that he is not a lover of wisdom, but a lover of the body,
and probably at the same time a lover of either money or
power, or both?
That is very true, he replied.
(From Plato, Phaedo (translated by Benjamin Jowett and
available online at: http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/phaedo.html)

