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Phaedo for Plato 

Question One: Simmias’ Attunement argument against the immortality of the soul 

For a long time human beings have been fascinated with the concept of immortality, but 

human bodies are mortal. This disparity has led to arguments for and against immortality of the 

soul. Below is the attunement argument against immortality of the soul as put forward by 

Simmias. Simmias liked the connection between the body and the soul to the rapport between a 

musical instrument and the tune it produces. He says that the tune depends on the nature of 

attunement of the musical instrument. Therefore, if the musical instrument is not properly tuned 

then the tune will not exist.  The body and soul relationship relates to this in that, the body is like 

the musical instrument and the soul the tune. The body depends on several factors for its 

existence such as temperature, dryness among others. Proper organization of the factors that the 

body depends on lead to the existence of the soul just as proper attunement of the musical 

instrument leads to production of a tune. He argues that the soul is heavenly and immaterial 

while the body is earthly and material. According to Simmias then, the soul exists only with 

proper alignment of the body’s factors (Jowett, 1942). Lack of proper alignment of the body’s 

elements leads to the existence of a body with no soul. He argues that when the body experiences 

some changes such as illness or injury, its factors are not aligned and this kills the soul and 

therefore the soul is mortal, this is in reference to a situation where a musical instrument’s part is 

broken and the tune is destroyed. Simmias argues that the soul is not the same as the body and it 

does not have independence from the body. It is the proper alignment of the factors or elements 

of the body. He concludes then that if the body dies the soul also perishes this is as a broken 

instrument has no tune. In essence the “soul gives life to the body but has no life outside the 

body” and is therefore mortal.     
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Socrates Arguments against Simmians 

The philosophers had agreed that the soul had three characteristics it was not visible, did 

not change and was the controlling element. On this basis, Socrates began disputing Simmians. 

His first argument was based on the principle of anamnesis this is the belief that all knowledge is 

contained within the soul, according to this theory, the soul exists before the body does and at 

birth the information is forgotten due to shock and adapting to the new environment. The 

learning process is hence not acquisition but recollection of knowledge. This refutes the 

attunement agreement that Simmians had put forward as the melody cannot exist without the 

instrument, and the soul without the body (Jowett, 1942). As they, both agreed that the soul 

exists before the body unlike the melody without musical instrument in this regard they 

disregarded the attunement argument. Despite Simmians agreement to the first disputing 

agreement, Socrates goes on to give his second argument. Here he starts by saying that all souls 

are equal in that a soul cannot be greater or lesser than another soul, considering harmony a tune 

can me more attuned than another this is contradictory to the nature of souls and hence the 

attunement argument does not hold. They also agree that souls have virtue and hence good souls 

exist side by side to wicked souls. They agree that it is plausible to liken a good soul to an 

instrument whose tune is in harmony and the wicked soul to an instrument out of tune. It thus 

creates a contradiction to the attunement theory as it suggests that there are tunes that are out of 

tune and hence the attunement argument does not hold.  

Socrates based his third and final argument to Simmians attunement theory on the belief 

that the soul is the source of a person’s willpower. It is believed that a persons will controls his 

actions and hence his body. Based on this argument then the soul controls the body and not the 

other way round as proposed by the attunement agreement in which no tune can exist without the 
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instrument and no soul without the body. The attunement argument also proposes that the tune is 

in perfect agreement with the elements and hence the soul with its elements. Which is not true by 

normal standards as the soul is not always in agreement with its elements such as eating habits 

where people fast despite feeling hungry (Jowett, 1942). Four points can summarize Socrates 

argument against Simmians proposed attunement theory; First and foremost the soul comes into 

existence before the body does, secondly  there is no more or less of a soul all souls are equal in 

that a soul is essentially just a soul unlike in attunement where there are actual degrees of 

attunement (Jowett, 1942). The third point is that some souls are wicked and others are good the 

attunement argument refutes this fact. The fourth and final argument is that the soul controls the 

body and not the other way around.  The argument that best refutes the attunement proposal is 

the third agreement. This is because in our everyday lives our willpower controls our actions. For 

instance though tired and exhausted, a student will force himself to study to pass an exam or 

submit a term paper in time, runners force their bodies to go the extra mile and finish the race to 

mention just a few examples. The soul exists before the body and controls the body unlike the 

argument proposed by Simmians.  

Question Two: Socrates’ Cycle of opposite’s argument and Socrates’ Exclusion of 

Opposites argument. 

Socrates based his cycle of opposite’s arguments on two schools of thought. The first is 

the Pythagorean in which people believed that nothing came to exist or vanished from existence 

spontaneously, they argued that things never changed and that noted differences were just 

superficial. The second school of thought was the Heracletean school of thought that suggested 

that nothing perished but instead things were in a constant state of motion or flux in which things 

came from their opposites and that the only substance that does not change is change. Therefore, 



PHAEDO FOR PLATO   5 

Socrates put forward that things come from their opposites. He suggested that big things come 

from small things and that equally small things come out of being things. He also put forward 

that one could only be awake after sleeping and sleeping after being awake. He suggests that 

there are two processes involved in change from one opposite to the other opposite (Jowett, 

1942).  

Socrates suggests that the quality of a subject is different from the person of the subject. 

Such that the quality of height in a person that makes him taller or shorter than another person’s 

quality of height. Socrates further postulate that opposites exclude their opposites.  In that, heat 

and cold cannot exist simultaneously in the same body. When for instance an object is cold and 

heat is approaching it becomes either hot the heat overpowers the coldness or it deceases, cold 

cannot be hot.  He argues that a rise in temperature sequentially excludes the coldness. It is 

therefore true that opposites vary in reverse. In that an increase in the presence of an opposite 

decreases the presence of its opposite. Both Socrates and Cebes agree that death is the opposite 

of life and cannot exist together as an opposite expels its opposite (Jowett, 1942). Socrates 

further says that opposites are co existent in that when comparing the quality of height in a 

person to two other people, the person can be shorter than one of them and taller than the other 

one; hence, shortness and tallness are co present in the person, it just depends on whom you are 

comparing to the person. These qualities do not change the person, in that when comparing him 

to a taller person he is the same person though shorter than the other subject.  

On comparison to a shorter person, he has not grown taller; he is still the same person 

only that his tallness is more evident. It is important to note that while the changes are taking 

place the quality does not change its nature it is always stable. Socrates goes on to suggest that 

introduction of a substance containing an opposite excludes that which is opposite to the opposite 
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it contains. Based on that introduction of soul, which contains life, to a body it excludes death, 

which is the opposite of life. From the argument above Socrates argues that life is the opposite of 

death they follow the cycle of opposites such that a person goes from being dead to being a live 

through the process of dying and from being alive to being dead through the process of death. 

They are opposites and by the argument of exclusion of opposites they do not exist 

simultaneously but it is this cycle that keeps the universe in balance. The soul is imperishable 

and remains coherent after death in another world from where it comes back from to inherit 

another body at birth (Jowett, 1942). 

It is true that the argument of the cycle of opposites postulates that life comes from death 

this is because it says that things arise from their opposites and death is the opposite of life. It 

therefore concludes that indeed life comes from death. The process of life coming from death is 

revival which is birth and it occurs when a soul whose body died come back from another world 

to inhabit a different body. In this, case a baby’s body. The exclusion of opposite’s arguments 

concludes that they do not in that, an opposite exclude its opposite meaning that death actually 

excludes life (Jowett, 1942). Meaning that the death leads to the demise of life. The exclusion of 

opposite’s arguments states that when an opposite approaches a body it converts the opposite in 

the body to the new opposite or totally annihilates it from the body and hence death removes life 

it does not give rise to life. 

The contradiction between the two arguments occur in that, the cycle of opposite’s 

arguments is based on the Heralectean school of thought where everything comes from its 

opposite so that the stability of the universe can be maintained.  Prior knowledge is the basis for 

the exclusion of opposite’s argument in that it is common sense that two opposites cannot 

occupy the same subject matter (Jowett, 1942). Though they are both convincing arguments, I 
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believe the exclusion of opposite’s arguments is more valid, this is because the cycle of 

opposite’s arguments has a clear contradiction in itself. It was an argument moved to convince 

the audience on the immortality of the soul and yet it postulates that life comes from death. On 

its own, it does not explain immortality of the soul; it instead merges the death of the body and 

uses the theory of recollection to presuppose immortality of the soul to be valid. It is hence 

inconsistent. On the other hand, the exclusion of opposite’s is straightforward with little or no 

inconsistencies. 
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