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ABSTRACT. The article deals with the topic of "initiations" in Plato's Phaedrus. The idea of 

initiation was characteristic of Greek mysteries, especially the Eleusinian and Orphic 

mysteries, which played a large role in the formation of Greek philosophy. The essence of 

initiations was the experience of divinity. The motive of initiations in Plato's Phaedrus 

seems to have a similar meaning. This is also suggested by the allegory of human souls as 

chariots and the mystical “epopteia” motif woven into it, suggesting Eleusinian analogies. 
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Written word and philosophy 

Phaedrus is, without doubt, not only one of Plato’s most beautiful dialogues but 

also one that is particularly inspiring. It has been called “un dialogo cruciale” by 

Giovanni Reale, outstanding Italian Plato scholar and translator (in: Gaiser 1996, 

14)1 – and indeed its influence on our understanding both of philosophy and of 

                                                 
1 Cf. also: Cf. also: Cerri G., 1991, pp. 77-92; Erler M., 1991, pp. 77-92; Głogowska A., 2006, 

23-35; Kahn C.H., 1996, pp. 371-392; Szlezak T. 1997, pp. 52-60; Trabattoni F., 2005, pp. 86-

98; Vegetti M., 201=227, pp. 201-227; Yunis H., 2015, pp. 101-125. Reale G., 1998, pp. 101-114; 

Yunis H., 2015, pp. 105-109.  According to Harvey Yunis Phaedrus was written between 

380 and 360 BC, when Athens was recuperating after a political and cultural disruption 

brought upon it by the Peloponnesian war. Those were the times of famous and influen-

tial sophists such as Gorgias, Protagoras and Thrasymachus whose rhetoric achieved 

great successes, particularly in the world of politics. It is in opposition to them that Plato 

proclaims in Phaedrus that philosophy is superior to sophistry and that this superiority is, 
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the way we do it may be considered decisive. In the final part of the dialogue Pla-

to (Plato’s Socrates) debates the notorious issue of how to value the practice of 

writing, and, in particular, of writing philosophy. In comparison with the spoken, 

living word, writing is just a past-time. It is only the living word that may move 

the student’s soul (Plato, Phaedrus, 274 B–278 E).2 However this power belongs 

only to the word uttered by a teacher who possesses knowledge:  

ὃ̋ μετ᾽ ἐπιστήμη̋ γράφεται ἐν τῇ τοῦμανθάνοντο̋ ψυχῇ, δυνατὸ̋ μὲν ἀμῦναιἑαυτῷ, ἐπι

στήμων δὲ λέγειν τε καὶ σιγᾶνπρὸ̋ οὓ̋ δεῖ. (Plato, Phaedrus, 276 A).3  

No written word can boast such properties. Written words are just like the fa-

mous “gardens of Adonis,” planted by farmers during festivals, partly to check the 

seed quality, partly for idle play (Plato, Phaedrus, 276 B. Cf. Szlezak 1997, 55-57; 

Baudy 1986). As we know, although Plato himself was a prolific writer, he still fa-

voured the spoken word. Why? Because it is only to the living word that we may 

entrust philosophy. Of course it could not be just any speech – it has to be one 

that, imbued with true light, can touch the innermost strings of the philosopher’s 

soul and prepare it to experience the world of supernatural values, the realm of 

things that are verily Beautiful, Just and Good. 

...ἀλλὰ τῷ ὄντι αὐτῶν τοὺ̋ βελτίστου̋ εἰδότων ὑπόμνησιν γεγονέναι, ἐν δὲ τοῖ̋ 

διδασκομένοι̋ καὶ μαθήσεω̋ χάριν λεγομένοι̋ καὶ τῷ ὄντι γραφομένοι̋ ἐν ψυχῇ περὶ 

δικαίων τε καὶ καλῶν καὶ ἀγαθῶν ἐν μόνοι̋ ἡγούμενο̋ τό τε ἐναργὲ̋ εἶναι καὶ τέλεον 

καὶ ἄξιον σπουδῆ̋: δεῖν δὲ τοὺ̋ τοιούτου̋ λόγου̋ αὑτοῦ λέγεσθαι οἷον ὑεῖ̋ γνησίου̋ 

εἶναι, πρῶτον μὲν τὸν ἐν αὑτῷ, ἐὰν εὑρεθεὶ̋ ἐνῇ, ἔπειτα εἴ τινε̋ τούτου ἔκγονοί τε καὶ 

ἀδελφοὶ ἅμα ἐν ἄλλαισιν ἄλλων ψυχαῖ̋ κατ᾽ ἀξίαν ἐνέφυσαν: τοὺ̋ δὲ ἄλλου̋ χαίρειν 

ἐῶν—οὗτο̋ δὲ ὁ τοιοῦτο̋ ἀνὴρ κινδυνεύει, ὦ Φαῖδρε, εἶναι οἷον ἐγώ τε καὶ σὺ εὐξαίμεθ᾽ 

ἂν σέ τε καὶ ἐμὲ γενέσθαι (Plato, Phaedrus, 278 A–B).4  

                                                                                                                              

in fact, natural, stemming from the fact that philosophers follow gods in search for the 

truth while sophists pursue success and applause of the people. 
2 Cf. Platon, Phaedrus, 274 B – 278 B; Epistulae, II 314 C; VII 341 C, 344 C.  
3 Plato, Phaedrus, 276 A: “The word which is written with intelligence in the mind of 

the learner, which is able to defend itself and knows to whom it should speak, and before 

whom to be silent.” (Trans. H. Fowler). 
4 Plato, Phaedrus, 278 A–B: “…and who thinks that only in words about justice and 

beauty and goodness spoken by teachers for the sake of instruction and really written in 

a soul is clearness and perfection and serious value, that such words should be consid-

ered the speaker's own legitimate offspring, first the word within himself, if it be found 

there, and secondly its descendants or brothers which may have sprung up in worthy 

manner in the souls of others, and who pays no attention to the other words,—that man, 
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If we examine this fragment in the context of the whole dialogue, and espe-

cially with the famous vision of souls as chariots in mind (which is a subject that 

will yet be touched upon here), it is relatively straightforward what kind of 

speeches and what type of light are being referenced. What is meant is something 

that undeniably takes its origins in the soul. However, as the soul belongs to the 

realm of the supernatural, nothing may be begotten there without a particular 

relationship with the supernatural, a relation appropriate for the soul. Relation-

ships of this kind always develop beyond the level of rationality and thus, essen-

tially, without any words. The relation with the realm of the supernatural which 

befits the soul is the existential experience, the existential feeling of the super-

natural (cf. Plato, Symposium, 210A – 212 A; Plato, Epistulae, 341 C. Cf. Albert 1980, 

52-53; 67-71). Any external word can only serve to rouse the soul and, to be more 

precise, to excite its natural dispositions which include moral and spiritual sensi-

tivity. Among all that takes place in the soul, the most important and significant 

are the existential spiritual experiences which transcend human rationality. (Of 

course, they are not beyond the control of the mind – the mind always needs to 

govern all our acts and experiences, lest we fall into mental irrationality and suc-

cumb to the power of superstition.) 

The proper disposition of the soul, the power that enables it to experience the 

world of the supernatural is its natural spiritual sensitivity (with which the soul is 

naturally equipped). It manifests itself as a curious, mysterious longing after that 

which is as curious and mysterious as the longing itself. 

Human spiritual sensitivity may lead us to the realm of the deepest secrets, of 

existential mysteries, including the greatest of them all: the mystery of human 

nature and human existence, so intrinsically intertwined with the enigma of hu-

man love. Those mysteries cannot be solved even by the most skillful logical de-

ductions, spoken or written alike. Human rationality can only grasp and solve 

issues that are rational. Existential questions transcend its sphere of expertise. 

They require another kind of capabilities and senses, such that are not connected 

strictly to our perception and rationality – namely our spiritual and moral sensi-

tivity. They are also a natural intrinsic part of human nature, though sometimes 

they may become subdued by the background noise of civilization and culture 

which is constantly assailing human consciousness with various cultural and civi-

lizational superstitions. The worst danger brought upon us by such superstitions 

is that in their claims to absolute validity they might attempt to replace our natu-

                                                                                                                              

Phaedrus, is likely to be such as you and I might pray that we ourselves may become.” 

(Trans. H. Fowler). 
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ral sensitivity with superstitious dogmas and our natural intelligence and apti-

tude for reasoning – with algorithms and mental constructs based upon those 

superstitious beliefs. The first step which is required of us (at least if we aim to 

attain spiritual and moral maturity and thus also a degree of independence) by 

platonic and socratic maieutics is to disavow any such cultural and civilizational 

superstitions which contaminate human consciousness and deaden our natural 

moral and spiritual sensitivity. Words, even written words may possess the power 

to begin the process of rousing such sensitivity (let the writings of Plato himself 

serve as proof of that). However, as it has already been suggested, existential truth, 

the one that touches upon the deepest secrets of human existence, can only be 

conceived within the soul in the presence of a lively, existential relationship with 

the supernatural. No words and no speech, no matter how learned can ever carry 

out this task. If we may anticipate what will be elaborated upon in the later sec-

tions of this paper – it can only be accomplished by love, though only such that 

reaches the realm of the supernatural. This kind of love, love that originates in 

supernaturality, may arouse in us that which is the most noble and the most di-

vine and, as a result, make us achieve a godlike (supernatural) status. 

Philosophical Initiations 

The way initiations are introduced in Phaedrus is plainly evocative of mysteries or 

even mysticism. Socrates associates initiations with the madness of Eros (Plato, 

Phaedrus, 249 C-D), of love, which is sent to us by the gods (Plato, Phaedrus, 244 

A)5, as all madness always is. The madness of Eros is one of the four most noble 

kinds of madness sent by the gods (Plato, Phaedrus, 244 A – 245 B; see also: 

ibidem, 265 B – C). It is the noblest gift, the “chiefest blessing” (Ibidem, 245 B – C; 

249 E). In saying this, Socrates hints at the fact that his theory of love as madness, 

as divine inspiration (as well as the idea that poetic, prophetic and mystic inspi-

rations are essentially the same kind of madness) is not rational – it is irrational 

in the sense that it cannot be based on rational premises and defended by logical 

reasoning. This is why Socrates claims that the witling will disbelieve his proof – 

and, we may add, reject the whole idea of a god who is present and active in the 

world. However, it will be received by the wise, someone who is in communion 

with god’s wisdom (and therefore touched by the divine madness – cf. Plato, 

Phaedrus, 245 C). 

The concept of philosophical ordinations in Phaedrus emerges in the context 

of the famous vision of gods in their winged chariots, dashing through the vast-

                                                 
5 Plato, Phaedrus, 244 A: ”… but in reality the greatest of blessings come to us through 

madness, when it is sent as a gift of the gods.” Trans. H. Fowler) 
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ness of the Universe with Zeus as their leader, followed by a whole army of other 

spirits, good and bad, and each of the immortal creatures are assigned to the cor-

tege of the god who best suits them. There are human souls among this crowd of 

ghosts. All of them, including Zeus, are heading to the top of the heavens and 

then glide to the other side, and on their way they behold all that which accord-

ing to Socrates cannot be described by any word, the plains of Truth and absolute 

values. Only gods can regard those realms in tranquility and calmly return to 

their places of residence. The spirits in the divine corteges – and human souls in 

particular – fare variously. Some get to the top and are able to glance at the world 

of truth for a longer or shorter while. Whatever they manage to remember will 

serve as their spiritual nourishment right till the end of their incarnate life (or 

rather, of their existence in conjunction with their flesh) and will also fuel the 

spiritual, moral and intellectual sensitivity of those souls. Other spirits fail to 

reach the summit and, having seen nothing, lose their wings. Then, ponderous, 

angry and devoid of memory, they fall to earth. Such souls are not allowed to be-

come reborn in any animal shape. They will have to wait for ten thousand years 

until their wings are regrown and they are able to once again set off up into the 

heavens following their gods (Plato, Phaedrus, 248 E – 249 A).6 The souls that 

managed to see something of the realm of the truth and did not fall to earth, be-

come incarnated in the bodies of different people, each according to its status, 

which is determined by how much it was able to see. Those that have observed 

the most are the noblest souls, they are reborn as philosophers and people who 

devote themselves to beauty, science or love. Others will inhabit the bodies of 

righteous kings, warriors and rulers, yet another kind of souls will become great 

entrepreneurs, politicians and traders. The fourth kind of souls will lead the lives of 

avid gymnasts or doctors. The fifth type shall inhabit the world of prophets and hi-

erophants. The sixth type, much inferior to the first couple of kinds, is the one to 

which artists and imitators belong, the seventh, even less noble, is that of artisans 

and farmers, the eighth, which is quite mediocre, includes sophists and speakers 

and the last, ninth and worst kind of souls is assigned to the tyrants (and their fate 

is the most dreadful as it means moral and spiritual perdition). This is how souls 

attain their first life in the flesh. Afterwards each soul will be assigned a second life, 

either better or worse, depending on how it conducted itself the first time. 

It is accidentally revealed here what is Plato’s hierarchy of different vocations. 

His Socrates lists nine types of human souls. The best, the most noble life is that 

                                                 
6 This is the so-called Great Year – all celestial bodies return to their starting point 

and begin their journey anew. Cf. Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 22: „Opportunity 

to see and to contemplate these things is vouchsafed to human souls once in ten thou-

sand years”. (Trans. F. C. Babbitt). 



The philosophical init iation in Plato’s  Phae drus  

 

424 

of philosophers, both on earth and after death. It is those souls that after their 

third millennium – and after choosing philosophical life three times in a row – 

are given wings and allowed to fly away. Socrates does not tell us precisely where 

they go but we may suspect, that they are headed straight to the gods with whom 

they shall feast on the sights of the blessed plains of truth. Other souls go on trial 

after their first life and afterwards according to the ruling either become impris-

oned below the surface or are directed to other, less onerous places where they 

can lead such lives as they deserved during their existence as humans. After a 

thousand years they shall draw lots again and choose their lives. Some prefer an-

imal incarnations, others – human bodies (Plato, Phaedrus, 246 E–249 B). As hu-

mans they have the chance to climb higher, morally and spiritually, to feed on 

what is left to them of the plains of truth that they had had the opportunity to see 

while they were happily soaring through the supernatural and absolute realm 

with the gods. It is right here that Socrates evokes the concept of “being initiated 

into the perfect mysteries” which is a possibility for those who sustain themselves 

with the remnants of such blessed, happy sights from the realm of truth and 

knowledge, seen when their soul walked blissfully among the gods. After initia-

tion the soul forgets about all human concerns, it participates only in what is di-

vine and tastes some of its forgotten happiness. This is why people often scold 

such a person for being a downright madman – they do not know that god resides 

in her soul. 

διὸ δὴ δικαίω̋ μόνη πτεροῦται ἡ τοῦ φιλοσόφου διάνοια· πρὸ̋ γὰρ ἐκείνοι̋ ἀεί ἐστιν 

μνήμῃ κατὰ δύναμιν, πρὸ̋ οἷσπερ θεὸ̋ ὢν θεῖό̋ ἐστιν. τοῖ̋ δὲ δὴ τοιούτοι̋ ἀνὴρ 

ὑπομνήμασιν ὀρθῶ̋ χρώμενο̋, τελέου̋ ἀεὶ τελετὰ̋ τελούμενο̋, τέλεο̋ ὄντω̋ μόνο̋ 

γίγνεται· ἐξιστάμενο̋ δὲ τῶν ἀνθρωπίνων σπουδασμάτων καὶ πρὸ̋ τῷ θείῳ γιγνόμενο̋, 

νουθετεῖται μὲν ὑπὸ τῶν πολλῶν ὡ̋ παρακινῶν, ἐνθουσιάζων δὲ λέληθεν τοὺ̋ πολλού̋. 

(Plato, Phaedrus, 249 C-D).7 

It turns out that everything that happens to the philosopher is an effect of the 

madness of Eros, the noblest of all four kinds of madness which may be experi-

enced by people (and which are always sent by the gods). This last thought is 

promptly and directly expressed by Socrates: 

                                                 
7 Plato, Phaedrus, 249 C-D: “And therefore it is just that the mind of the philosopher 

only has wings, for he is always, so far as he is able, in communion through memory with 

those things the communion with which causes God to be divine. Now a man who em-

ploys such memories rightly is always being initiated into perfect mysteries and he alone 

becomes truly perfect; but since he separates himself from human interests and turns his 

attention toward the divine, he is rebuked by the vulgar, who consider him mad and do 

not know that he is inspired”. (Trans. H. Fowler). 
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Ἔστι δὴ οὖν δεῦρο ὁ πᾶ̋ ἥκων λόγο̋ περὶ τῆ̋ τετάρτη̋ μανία̋—ἣν ὅταν τὸ τῇδέ τι̋ 

ὁρῶν κάλλο̋, τοῦ ἀληθοῦ̋ ἀναμιμνῃσκόμενο̋, πτερῶταί τε καὶ ἀναπτερούμενο̋ 

προθυμούμενο̋ ἀναπτέσθαι, ἀδυνατῶν δέ, ὄρνιθο̋ δίκην βλέπων ἄνω, τῶν κάτω δὲ 

ἀμελῶν, αἰτίαν ἔχει ὡ̋ μανικῶ̋ διακείμενο̋—ὡ̋ ἄρα αὕτη πασῶν τῶν ἐνθουσιάσεων 

ἀρίστη τε καὶ ἐξ ἀρίστων τῷ τε ἔχοντι καὶ τῷ κοινωνοῦντι αὐτῆ̋ γίγνεται, καὶ ὅτι 

ταύτη̋ μετέχων τῆ̋ μανία̋ ὁ ἐρῶν τῶν καλῶν ἐραστὴ̋ καλεῖται. (Plato, Phaedrus, 249 

D–E).8  

Once again it is stressed that the secret passion that devours the philosopher iso-

lates her from life and forces her to look for something other, a mysterious, divine 

beauty which she does not yet know nor understand, but which already abides in 

her soul in some way and attracts her with its exquisiteness, so foreign to this 

world of matter and earthly bustle. This beauty stems from a divine inspiration, 

although at the same time it does constitute the natural state of her soul. This is 

why the philosopher and a lover of beauty is sensitive to all that is beautiful, and 

particularly what is beautiful in a moral and spiritual way. 

The myth described above is, as we may suppose, an allegory of human condi-

tion, not only in its moral and spiritual dimension but also in the intellectual one 

(the desire for Truth is, after all, dominating the philosopher’s soul and her mem-

ories of this Truth are the essential nourishment for the soul. The different kinds 

or types of souls (of which Socrates distinguishes no less than nine) reflect their 

varied degree of sensitivity – above all, their moral sensitivity to moral beauty, 

but also their intellectual and spiritual understanding of truth and goodness. Sen-

sitivity is, of course, an innate quality, one that we bring with us to this world, and 

therefore it is natural and essential to the human soul. As is shown by the myth, it 

is an echo of the supernatural roaming our earthly lives. It directs us towards the 

absolute and the supernatural. Although it is an innate disposition of the human 

soul, it does not develop equally well in different people – or rather, it is not 

equally aroused. This is the reason why we are not equally able to receive and ab-

sorb supernatural (ideal) values. Some of us are unable to do it at all and thus 

they are in a way condemned to a life in the realm of purely material and biologi-

cal qualities. Others however remain almost constantly spiritually connected to 

the supernatural plain thanks to their highly aroused sensitivity. This last remark 

                                                 
8 Plato, Phaedrus, 249 D–E : “All my discourse so far has been about the fourth kind of 

madness, which causes him to be regarded as mad, who, when he sees the beauty on 

earth, remembering the true beauty, feels his wings growing and longs to stretch them 

for an upward flight, but cannot do so, and, like a bird, gazes upward and neglects the 

things below. My discourse has shown that this is, of all inspirations, the best and of the 

highest origin to him who has it or who shares in it, and that he who loves the beautiful, 

partaking in this madness, is called a lover”. (Trans. H. Fowler). 
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concerns, of course, mainly philosophers but also those of us who are capable of 

true love and burn with a magnificent, noble affection towards other people. 

This spiritual connection with the realm of truth is what Socrates calls being 

initiated into perfect mysteries. He associates initiation with perceiving absolute, 

supernatural – and therefore divine values. This is why Socrates claims that to 

undergo this kind of ordination is to be inhabited by god himself. Let us remind 

ourselves that in Phaedo, Socrates speaks in a similar way of philosophers, who 

devote their whole souls to the love of wisdom (Plato, Phaedo, 69 C–D).9  

If our analysis is not to be too shallow, reducing the initiation to a unilateral 

perception of supernatural values grounded solely in innate sensitivities, we need 

to add, following Socrates’ own suggestions, that it is related to some sort of a di-

vine inspiration (Eros’ madness, sent by the god).10 We may expect to find certain 

underlying spiritual experiences. Regardless of that, however, we need to remem-

ber that initiation is not possible without a strongly developed spiritual sensitivity 

(as is the case with various arts – it is understandable that without a particular kind 

                                                 
9 Plato, Phaedo, 69 C–D: “For as they say in the mysteries, 'the thyrsus-bearers are 

many, but the mystics few'; and these mystics are, I believe, those who have been true 

philosophers”. (Trans. H. Fowler). Initiations are also considered in Gorgias, in the con-

text of Socrates’ debate with Callicles and Polos about the fundamental Platonic rule of 

not causing harm: “…and the thoughtless he called uninitiate: in these uninitiate that 

part of the soul where the desires are, the licentious and fissured part, he named a leaky 

jar in his allegory, because it is so insatiate.” (Plato, Gorgias, 493, trans. W. R. M. Lamb). 
10 Cf. E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1951 (E.R. Dodds, Grecy i irracjonalność, przekład J. Partyka, Bydgoszcz 2002, s. 58-

85). The belief that gods intervene in the life and actions of humans is nothing surprising 

in ancient Greeks. Especially in the classical period they were aware that everything that 

happens to them, both in the physical and spiritual sense, is simply a consequence of 

certain divine interventions, although it might have been caused by some kind of human 

attitude (for example, by hybris). Classic examples of this line of thinking are to be found 

in Aeschylus and Sophocles, but also, importantly, in Herodotus (who refers to the hybris 

of Xerxes and the Persians as the cause of their defeat in the battle of Salamis and other 

calamities). At the time of Socrates and Plato this kind of thinking had already gone quite 

obsolete, the Greeks having turned towards a more rational grasp of the world and its 

history (that is one that does not include divine interventions), particularly among the 

Ionian philosophers and the sophists – and the works of Thucydides might serve as an 

example of this change. However, this earlier kind of reasoning has not perished alto-

gether and is still present even in the later periods despite their naturalistic turn. Moreo-

ver, it is later revived with the rebirth of Greek ancient mystical traditions and the grow-

ing influence of Eastern mysteries. 
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of aesthetic sensitivity one cannot be receptive to corresponding aesthetic values 

and would remain blind to any aesthetic stimuli of the relevant sort). 

“Epopteia” 

Socrates returns to the subject of ordinations understood as a kind of perceiving 

and of absorbing the plain of truth and absolute values for a second time in the 

course of Phaedrus. Now he reminds us about the fate of a (philosopher’s) soul 

before its first incarnation, when it beholds – accompanied by the gods - the 

realm of the absolute and the supernatural. This he now calls the initiation that 

opens the secret doors of happiness, the highest form of happiness there is, that 

of contemplating divine mysteries: 

κάλλο̋ δὲ τότ' ἦν ἰδεῖν λαμπρόν, ὅτε σὺν εὐδαίμονι χορῷ μακαρίαν ὄψιν τε καὶ θέαν, 

ἑπόμενοι μετὰ μὲν Διὸ̋ ἡμεῖ̋, ἄλλοι δὲ μετ' ἄλλου θεῶν, εἶδόν τε καὶ ἐτελοῦντο τῶν 

τελετῶν ἣν θέμι̋ λέγειν μακαριωτάτην, ἣν ὠργιάζομεν ὁλόκληροι μὲν αὐτοὶ ὄντε̋ καὶ 

ἀπαθεῖ̋ κακῶν ὅσα ἡμᾶ̋ ἐν ὑστέρῳ χρόνῳ ὑπέμενεν, ὁλόκληρα δὲ καὶ ἁπλᾶ καὶ ἀτρεμῆ 

καὶ εὐδαίμονα φάσματα μυούμενοί τε καὶ ἐποπτεύοντε̋ ἐν αὐγῇ καθαρᾷ, καθαροὶ ὄντε̋ 

καὶ ἀσήμαντοι τούτου ὃ νῦν δὴ σῶμα περιφέροντε̋ ὀνομάζομεν, ὀστρέου τρόπον 

δεδεσμευμένοι. (Plato, Phaedrus, 250 B–C).11  

It is here that Socrates fully reveals the essence of those initiations and ordina-

tions which he has mentioned so many times. As it turns out, they consist in con-

templating the mysteries of the realm of truth and the supernatural absolute val-

ues – blessed secrets that fill those who discover them and take nourishment 

from them with extraordinary happiness. (Socrates has just mentioned that the 

sight or reminiscence of those supernatural mysteries serve as food for the soul.) 

This association of contemplation and happiness is important. This is exactly the 

happiness that people desire and seek after, usually without realizing that it lies 

so close, just in reach of the human soul. It suffices to exert oneself and glance 

into its depths, following the voice of human innate sensitivity to truth, beauty 

and goodness. 

                                                 
11 Plato, Phaedrus, 250 B–C: „But at that former time they saw beauty shining in bright-

ness, when, with a blessed company—we following in the train of Zeus, and others in that 

of some other god—they saw the blessed sight and vision and were initiated into that 

which is rightly called the most blessed of mysteries, which we celebrated in a state of per-

fection, when we were without experience of the evils which awaited us in the time to 

come, being permitted as initiates to the sight of perfect and simple and calm and happy 

apparitions, which we saw in the pure light, being ourselves pure and not entombed in this 

which we carry about with us and call the body, in which we are imprisoned like an oyster 

in its shell”. (Trans. H. Fowler). Cf. also: Kerényi 2004, 137-139). 
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Another aspect of those mysterious initiations of philosophers requires our at-

tention. Socrates lays much emphasis the moral and spiritual state of souls that ob-

tain the blessed initiation. He stresses that they need to be pure and unsullied by 

evil that will be brought upon them by the bodies. Spiritual and moral purity shall 

always remain the secret yearning of our souls, and especially of philosophers’ souls. 

This hidden longing may serve as a motivator in the eternal pursuit of truth, moral 

beauty and goodness. Moreover, this yearning – indeed a somewhat mysterious 

one – is the seed of the unique philosophical sensitivity and as such, it is the neces-

sary and indispensable condition of philosophical thinking and philosophical life in 

general. We might even say that philosophy would not even be possible without it 

(cf. Plato, Epistulae, VII 343 E – 344 B; see also: ibidem, 340 C). 

At the end of the quoted fragment Socrates puts even more emphasis on the 

aberrant feeling experienced by philosophers such as himself – the feeling of be-

ing imprisoned in the body – and this enables him to illuminate his interlocutors 

on the crucial distinctiveness of the soul, its separation from the body and its di-

vine character. Socrates again turns to the well-known orphic metaphor of a pearl 

or an oyster imprisoned in its shell. This is a way to represent the philosopher’s 

existential condition which manifests itself particularly in the yearning towards 

the realm of Truth, Beauty and Goodness. Above all, this is how Socrates is able to 

explain the condition of the soul itself, both in the metaphysical and existential 

sense, and its relation to the body and to corporeality in general, as it is bound to 

the flesh within the complex existence of a mortal human being (cf. Plato, Phae-

drus, 246 C). 

This is not the first time Socrates mentions the existential and metaphysical 

condition. Before he began describing the peculiar procession of gods and spirits 

he did introduce us to souls themselves, and in an equally picturesque fashion – 

he presented them as winged chariots with their charioteers. Gods’ horses and 

charioteers are of the finest ancestry. In human chariots only one horse is truly 

noble – the other is much inferior. Wings are important in this metaphor as they 

represent what is the noblest and most divine part of the soul, both in humans 

and in gods – this is what encapsulates the most beauty, goodness and truth, it 

holds all the most valuable things, things that originate from the plains of truth 

we mentioned before. This is what nourishes the soul and makes it grow. Evil, on 

the contrary, as well as wickedness, cause it to wither and dwindle (cf. Plato, 

Phaedrus, 246 A–E). The best food for the souls are the reminiscences of the 

plains of truth which she regarded while following the gods. Philosophers’ souls 

remember the most – this is why they are the noblest, they have the strongest 

wings, capable of raising them high in the skies. We know now that the soul’s 

memory is its natural sensitivity which directs it towards the supernatural. 
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What strikes us the most about Socrates’ vision is that it is the type of nour-

ishment that determines the condition of the soul. The proper food for the soul, 

one that arouses and deepens its sensitivity is that which originates from the 

realm of Truth. It may be claimed that the best nourishment is the world of the 

supernatural values. And it is not surprising that this is where any healthy soul 

strives to be. A similar idea is suggested by the well-known myth of the creation 

of man from Timaeus, although it is presented without referencing any kind of 

secret initiation (Plato, Timaeus, 41 B – 42 B). According to this myth, it is God 

almighty who created human souls, or, to be precise – their divine and immortal 

parts, the minds. They were created as almost equal to the souls of gods. Each of 

them was taught about the nature of the world and the laws of fate, and each was 

given their own star where they resided, like in a chariot. This is how the souls 

learned about God’s plans for them. They were to be bound to a mortal body and 

to be confronted with all the bodily affects, firstly with sensory experiences, then 

with pleasure, pain and bravery. If they succeeded in conquering them and man-

aged to live a just life, they would return to their star. Otherwise, they would have 

to suffer other, inferior incarnations – right until they would overcome all the 

bodily affects that come with each subsequent body. This is also where a form of 

preexistential cognition is mentioned, which allows us to speculate that certain 

types of knowledge that transcend the sensual level, or at least certain cognitive 

procedures that trigger such knowledge are given to human beings right at birth. 

In other words, they constitute some of our essence, they are part of our charac-

teristic as individuals and as a species - and as such they determine our natural, 

species-specific behaviour. According to Plato, human natural cognitive disposi-

tions include spiritual cognition (noesis) which may be identified with an intui-

tive awareness of supernatural values. It establishes our natural sensitivity, both 

responsive to and oriented towards spiritual values to which our other cognitive 

faculties such as our reason and our senses are not susceptible. 

This spiritual sensitivity in its highest form may also open the human soul to 

mystical experiences, although only if it is ready, in an ethical, intellectual and 

spiritual sense. 
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