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I. Introduction 

 The common notion held during both modern and past times is that the possession of 

intellectual excellence is one of the most important things in life.  This notion is clearly seen in 

the curriculum of schools from the primary age up through the collegiate and graduate level in 

modern times, and is prevalent in philosophical texts dating back to ancient Greece.  Whether the 

goal is some higher truth − an understanding of metaphysics, God − or general knowledge that 

can be applied to the working world, intellectual excellence and its expression reign supreme.  

Intellectual excellence here is good in itself and additionally it can be applied to other things 

without compromising or changing the excellence.  This attitude, however, often leaves 

something else far behind as unimportant or even a polar opposite of the intellect on a scale of 

what is good.  This something is the physical development of the body.  In the modern era, there 

typically exists this great dichotomy, intellect or athleticism.  One is either smart or one is 

athletic, and usually not both.  Thus, the stereotype of athletes as “jocks,” immature and stupid, 

exists, sometimes even in those that supposedly possess intellect.  Even in texts by great minds 

such as Plato the focus is typically the intellect, or in some cases the soul.  Although, a view of 

the context of the times of Plato and a look into the famous Academy of Plato reveals that they 

certainly valued physical education (it contained a gymnasium dedicated to such), the intellect is 

often the central topic of the many dialogues he produced.  But the body should not, indeed must 

not, be neglected.  The human condition is the conjunction of body and soul.  To speak of 

another state contrary to this, such as body by itself or soul by itself, is no longer in the realm of 

human action and existence.  As a human ideal, intellectual excellence (mathematics serving as 
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our paradigm here) is both good in itself and good as applied to something else as said earlier.  

That is to say it is worth attaining, and indeed good to attain, intellectual excellence for its own 

sake, but it also is good as applied to something else.  Physical excellence is exactly the same in 

this way: it is worthy of attaining physical excellence as an end unto itself and it is further good 

as applied to something else. 

 The importance of the development of the body is difficult to overstate because the 

evolution of philosophical treatises through the ages have by and large ignored or abhorred the 

body in one way or another.  The purpose of this paper is to argue that bodily development 

should not be neglected in favor of that of intellect, or even of spiritual development and to 

further prove that for one to truly develop a high level intellect or high level of spirituality, the 

body must also develop accordingly.  The concept of the mind/body/soul connection will also be 

explored to demonstrate its importance in relation to the typically big topics of discussion.  For 

example, Plato’s text Phaedo argued that the body is a filter that prevents the soul from 

experiencing everything, that it is a limitation, when Socrates poses the question: 

Then what about the actual acquiring of knowledge? Is the body an obstacle when 
one associates with it in the search for knowledge? I mean for example, do men 
find any truth in sight or hearing, or are not even the poets forever telling us that 
we do not see or hear anything accurately, and surely if those two physical senses 
are not clear or precise, our other senses can hardly be accurate, as they are all 
inferior to these. (Plato 65b) 

 

If these claims are true, rather than run away from the body, should we not train it to be better?  

To make it less a limitation on the mind and soul seems to be a much more worthy task than 

simply ignoring it or accepting it as a simple unavoidable limitation.  Especially true if one has 

doubts about the entire premise of Phaedo one should not neglect developing the body, as this 

would mean that an individual is made up of body and soul (versus the individual being the soul 



Itagaki  3 

only).  Thus, the individual’s life would be unfulfilled if one or both of the body and soul are not 

well cultivated.  By “unfulfilled” I mean a failure to realize or actualize the potential of an 

individual.  If the soul is not in fact immortal, then to live one’s entire life limited and filtered 

would mean living a life that is unfulfilled in some ways, and this maximum potential of a 

fulfilled life can be better achieved if the body is developed accordingly.  When talking about 

potential and actual for humans the root is not a linear existence.  We are not a single thing as 

Socrates might have us believe.  Rather, we are mind and body together, and in order to reach the 

maximum potential of the human condition, both must be actualized, not just a single aspect.  

Total actualization is what I mean by fulfillment in this case. 

There are those, of course, who will object, who will not believe that the body is truly 

important or even comparable to the mind.  Yet the process of developing the body is not all that 

different from that of the intellect (i.e. learning).  In fact, the process is rather analogous if we 

take a closer look at it.  Taking a look at the “training manual” that the character Parmenides lays 

out in Plato’s text sharing his name, we can see a method for learning or improving our mind, 

and this manual is not all that different from a manual one would use to develop physically and 

to become stronger.  If the methods for developing a strong mind and body are comparable and 

analogous, it is quite reasonable to believe that the relative importance of each is also 

comparable. 

 A look at certain individuals who maintain a balance of physical and intellectual 

excellences will also serve as a strong supporting point to my thesis.  Individuals such as 

Socrates and Theaetetus, and even Plato himself, serve as excellent examples.  Although their 

physical dominance is often left as a footnote, they certainly possess some degree of physical 

fortitude and strength or at the very least see the importance of it.  Lastly, the great Milo of 
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Croton is another exemplary individual who, in addition to serving as a great anecdotal example 

of how one becomes strong physically, was a close associate with the philosopher and 

mathematician Pythagoras.  Also, a brief look at those who do not maintain this balance are 

worthy of examination and comparison with those that do.  Some such individuals are the 

brothers Dionysodorus and Euthydemus, along with the famed Rene Descartes. 

 Finally, a look at the guardians of the Republic will further expound the point that Plato 

strongly supported physical development, and a look at the lifestyle and practices of Yoga will 

be beneficial as it is a lifestyle which exemplifies a balance of intellectual, physical, and spiritual 

excellence.  Looking at these texts, notable men, and lifestyles it becomes clear that the body is 

more than a simple vessel. 

 

II.  An Argument against Phaedo 

 In Plato’s text Phaedo, Socrates is on the verge of his state-ordered execution.  Socrates 

turns down the opportunity to escape with friends (and subsequently live in a new state) leaving 

his friends in attendance confused.  They wonder why Socrates would not want to live on further.  

This leads to the central argument of the text: that one should not fear death because the soul is 

immortal.  Now, if this notion is accepted at face value as true, then it seems Plato provides 

something of an antithesis to my argument as Socrates argues that the individual is in fact 

nothing else but the soul, rather than the composite of body and soul.  Thus, if the soul is 

immortal and survives after death, the individual survives as well.  However, the argument made 

in Phaedo is rather insufficient in proving what was set out to be proven, that is, that the soul is 

immortal. 
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 Socrates makes two arguments in an attempt to prove that the soul is immortal.  The first 

argument follows from the idea that opposites are generated from one another.  In particular, 

death and life are treated as opposites, and from one comes the other.  Hence, life begets death, 

and death begets life.  In this instance, death is defined as the separation of body and soul, 

another pair treated as opposites in some sense.  The converse of this is the implicit definition of 

life as the conjunction of body and soul, which coincides with the definition of the human 

condition.  This argument for a cycle begins with Socrates’ remarks about pain and pleasure: 

What a strange thing that which men call pleasure seems to be, and how 
astonishing the relation it has with what is thought to be its opposite, namely pain! 
A man cannot have both at the same time.  Yet if he pursues and catches the one, 
he is almost always bound to catch the other as well. (Plato 60b) 

 

Further, Socrates’ interlocutors accept this basis as grounds for the argument at face value.  

However, this argument is eventually shown to be lacking by Socrates and his interlocutors as 

the idea that the soul can outlive a body or even several is an acceptable conclusion but true 

immortality does not necessarily follow as it leaves open the possibility that there is a finite 

number of bodies with the end result being the dissolution of the soul1.  So Socrates tries again, 

this time in reference to the Forms. 

In order to truly prove the soul’s immortality, Socrates makes use of the forms (e.g. 

beauty itself), and demonstrates that the soul shares many similarities with the forms, and is thus 

“analogous to the forms.”  Socrates states that “As for what I said we must define, that is what 

kind of things, while not being opposites to something, yet do not admit the opposite” (Plato 

105a).  Here then the argument has evolved from opposites cycling toward one another to the 

                                                           

1
 Cf. Phaedo 88a 
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argument that opposites do not admit of each other (in the case of the forms and form like 

things).  Thus, the argument is summarized as this: When a soul is present in the body it brings 

life, the opposite of life is death, and since the soul brings life it cannot admit the opposite of life 

(death).  Further, that which does not admit death is, according to Socrates and his interlocutors, 

called deathless, thus the soul is deathless.2  Socrates’ interlocutors find themselves incapable of 

providing any argument against Socrates, but luckily I can.  A serious problem with Socrates 

second argument is the lack of a redefining of the term death.  At the beginning of the text, 

Socrates and Simmias lay out the definition of death as “the separation of the soul from the 

body” (Plato 64c), and this definition remains unchanged throughout the text.  Further, his 

supposed proof here relies on the adoption of an entirely new premise that is taken without proof 

that the soul “brings” life, which is in itself possibly contradictory to the original definition.  

There is the possibility that the soul does not bring life, but life is the conjunction of body and 

soul, which necessitates both for the existence of life.  This is a problem when speaking about 

life, death, and the soul in the same manner as forms such as even and odd.  Additionally, it is 

rather unfair to speak about the possibility (and eventual nonexistence) of a soul’s death, as the 

definition of death was established in relation to the body and soul together.  Without a proper 

redefinition of death, or a revised application of death to the soul, Socrates’ argument is 

insufficient for proving that the soul is immortal.  A possible revised definition of death could 

include the notion of dissolution or obliteration of the soul.  Such a revised definition would 

require an entirely new argument to support it which, although possible, is absent due to the fact 

that Socrates’ interlocutors do not challenge him on these grounds. 

                                                           

2
 cf Phaedo 105c-e 
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 Even if my argument against the framework of Socrates’ argument in Phaedo is 

insufficient, there remains the possibility that Socrates’ original premises are wrong or 

unacceptable, thus the argument that follows is unacceptable.  For example if we deny the 

premise that the individual is nothing but the soul, his argument falls apart.  Even if the soul is 

immortal, it would exist in this case as simply a part of the individual along with the body.  

Though it is a significant part, its surviving death would be the same as an individual’s kidneys 

surviving death as an implant into another person.  Sure the part lives on, but not as an extension 

of the original individual.  Taking either the stance that Socrates’ argument is insufficient or the 

stance that his premises are incorrect leads us to a simple question: What if the soul is in fact 

mortal?  In this case, perhaps the body should not be fled from, as Socrates’ argues. 

 Part of Socrates’ argument for not fearing death is the idea that the body is a limitation on 

the soul.  Socrates asserts that the body confuses the soul, even deceives it from the truth.  

Further, due to the requirements of nurture and such, the body continues to impede the soul in its 

journey.  By this reasoning, Socrates believes that in order to reach truth, one must flee from the 

body and rely only on the soul.  The argument for the soul’s immortality is made in defense of 

this assertion, as the argument follows only if the soul is truly immortal.  However, since 

Socrates’ argument is eventually accepted by his interlocutors, the possibility of a mortal soul 

and this question, is never truly brought up.  So perhaps it falls upon us to investigate this 

question. 

 Socrates’ arguments appear to associate strongly the intellect with the soul, as the pursuit 

of truth certainly seems to be an intellectual action.  I agree with Socrates’ notion that the body is 

a limitation on the soul and intellect, but only to a certain degree.  If the body is a limiter, and the 

soul is mortal, is not the proper course of action then to reduce somehow this limitation?  
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Rousseau in his treatise on education Emile shared a similar view stating “The body must needs 

be vigorous in order to obey the soul: a good servant ought to be robust. . . The weaker the body, 

the more it commands; the stronger it is, the better it obeys.  . . .A debilitated body enfeebles the 

soul” (Rousseau 22).  Much like a good general with a lacking army, the general’s capabilities 

are limited by the force or power which he can command.  If the soul has no capacity that it 

exercises outside of the body then no matter how great the soul is, the body as its servant must be 

able to match it, or the soul is left sapped of its ability.  There are those that would argue that the 

soul does indeed have capacities that are exercises away from the body, such as analytical a 

priori judgments.  However, there is nothing in the intellect that is not first in the senses which 

expressly relies on the body.  Further, any activity of the soul or intellect completely independent 

of, and requiring no material drawn from, the body is not an expressly human action but rather 

transcends the human condition.3  The human condition itself is body and soul together.  This is 

no reason, however, to retreat from the body as some believe Plato suggests, rather this is reason 

to ensure that the soul’s vessel is capable of carrying out the soul’s commands.  This can perhaps 

be done by either making the intellect so strong that it can surpass the limitations of the body or 

perhaps by making the body less of a limitation.  If the intellect is powerful enough to perceive 

the truth of things despite the hindrance of the body, then the soul has accomplished its goal of 

finding truth.  Further, if the body is strong enough that it is no longer a limitation, then it would 

allow the individual to live, think, and achieve further excellences without limitation4.  However, 

                                                           

3 It is interesting here to recall the text of Meno in which the process of learning is called recollection.  In this text, however, Plato/Socrates take 
the immortality of the soul as premise in order to prove such an argument.  Further, the act recollection in this instance still takes the body as a 
necessary condition. 

4 I recognize that there are two different possible arguments regarding the body as a limitation on the soul.  The first being that it is a limitation as 
it is needy and requires attention.  The second is that the body limits the soul in its definition, that is the body by definition or assertion limits the 
body, thus strengthening the body would simply strengthen the limitation further.  The first argument is the one I am operating under here, the 
second takes an unproven premise that is incompatible with the scope of this paper 
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taken as separate paths each of these solutions results in one treating the body and intellect as 

exclusive entities, and as such often results in failure.  Failure here is the lack of fulfillment of 

the individual’s potential by choice.  To intentionally neglect one or both of the body and mind is 

in itself contemptible. 

 The man who focuses purely on the intellect, neglecting the body, will in all likelihood 

fail.  Due to the requirements of nurture Socrates mentions, if the body is ignored then it will 

cease to function and die, leaving the soul (mortal in this case) short of its goal.  Thus, unless one 

can strengthen one’s intellect in a very short period of time, they will die long before they can 

achieve their goal.  One such example might be Rene Descartes, who supposedly died of 

sickness brought on by overworking himself without allocating proper attention to his body and 

health.  Of course, the man focused entirely on strengthening his body has similar issues in that 

all his time is focused on health, while intellectual pursuits are sacrificed for this purpose.  

Apparently then, the relationship of the body as a limit on the intellect and thus the soul appears 

to have a reciprocal companion-relationship: The intellect limits the body as well.  This leads to 

a cyclical problem, so perhaps the answer is in balance.  There must be some happy medium 

between the two that allows the soul to reach its ultimate goal.  The body must be trained in 

addition to the development of the intellect.  Thus, we have shown so far that an excellent person 

is more than simply an excellent mind alone. 

 

III.  Training and Display 

 A strong mind is better than a weak mind, just as a strong body is better than a weak 

body.  This is an indisputable fact.  On the surface the path to a strong mind appears vastly 
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different than the path to a strong body, but they are actually quite similar and analogous.  

Plato’s dialogues present us with a picture of intellectual training in the dialogue Parmenides.  

The method that Parmenides lays out, as well as the layout of questions asked and answered, 

finds a parallel in the methods of physical training.  In fact, I believe there exists an even greater 

analogy between Parmenides and other texts dialogues of Plato: whereas Parmenides is the 

training program, the texts Euthydemus and Theaetetus are the competitions. 

 We must first examine how Plato describes intellectual training before we can compare it 

to anything else.  Towards the middle of Parmenides, young Socrates begins to describe his 

current account of the forms.  Due to his youth, Socrates does not quite have the grasp on the 

forms one sees in the other dialogues, where interlocutors are uncritical of the account Socrates 

presents.  Parmenides points out Socrates’ lack and suggests training: 

Socrates, that’s because you are trying to mark off something beautiful, and just, 
and good, and each of one of the forms, too soon,’ he said, “before you have been 
properly trained.  I noticed that the other day too, as I listened to you conversing 
with Aristotle here.  The impulse you bring to argument is noble and divine, make 
no mistake about it.  But while you are still young, put your back into it and get 
more training through something people think useless – what the crowd call idle 
talk.  Otherwise the truth will escape you. (Plato 135c-d) 

 

As Socrates’ account of the forms is lacking in that he focuses almost exclusively on the noble 

and divine things, Parmenides believes that Socrates must refine his account to include even the 

lowest of forms.  For Socrates to do so, he must become stronger, in a manner of speaking.  

Following is a series of deductions, each with its own discussion and series of questions.  Each 

of these discussions proceeds by means of a logical step by step process tending towards a 

conclusion.  The purpose of this process is to train the audience (Socrates included) intellectually 
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so that they are more skilled, or stronger, at dialectic.  Once trained, they can tackle tougher 

questions with greater success as well as developing more complete accounts of things like the 

Forms as they appear in Parmenides.  But this training exhibits similarity to one’s physical 

training that is quite shocking because the structure and natural progression is quite parallel. 

 The systematic arrangement of the deductions strongly parallels basic concepts of 

strength training.  Strength training itself rests on the function of bodily adaptation to stress.  In 

beginners or non-trained populations, this is accomplished simply with the systematic application 

of progressive loading.  Essentially, when an individual lifts a certain weight, it disrupts the 

body’s natural state, stimulating the body to adapt to the load.  Once this adaptation occurs, the 

load requires alteration in order to drive further adaptation beyond that already achieved.  

Although the adaptive process becomes increasingly complicated for advanced athletes, the 

concept is simple: provide stimulus to disrupt body, body recovers and adapts to the stress (i.e. 

building muscle) repeat with a new stimulus.  One method of accomplishing this is the concept 

of progressive loading, in which new stimuli each higher, heavier, or more challenging, are 

introduced progressively.  The discussion between the character Parmenides and Aristotle 

display a kind of intellectual progressive loading in the same manner. 

 For example, the first deduction is “if the one is one” and is followed by the 

consequences of the statement’s affirmation.  The introduction of this deduction serves as the 

initial stimulus to the subject (here Aristotle).  The following series of questions serve as the 

adaptation that occurs.  The consequences of the statement work as such: If “the one is one” then 

“the one is unlimited,” “the one is not in time” along with several other similar conclusions.  The 

consequences that follow “if the one is one” are just as the biological breakdown, repair, and 

supercompensation are the consequences of the body’s regular state being disrupted.  In the 
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dialogue, the deduction produces consequences which eventually ends at a conclusion (in this 

case a ridiculous one) while physical training a stimulus produces adaptation ending in a new 

regular state.  In light of this analogy, the remaining individual deductions and even the 

deductions taken as a whole carry new meaning because they can be applied further to more 

detailed aspects of physical development. 

 The deductions of Parmenides can be seen as analogous to a total workout targeting 

different areas of the body.  For example, one deduction can be analogous to an exercise like 

squat, another deduction to bench press, and another deduction to deadlift where each provides 

specific adaptations in different parts of the body.  Alternatively, each deduction can itself 

represent a workout that is a total stimulation with its own set of adaptations.  In this case, each 

subsequent deduction serves as a new stimulus introduced to continue driving adaptation further 

and further, resulting in attaining an improved state of mind.  Some might argue that the 

similarity between both the deductions (i.e. a) the one is one versus b) the one is versus c) the 

one is not) and the consequences weakens the analogy.  To these critics, I point out that in 

strength training, a “new stimulus” is often not something altogether different, but is rather the 

same exercise taken in a different manner, varying only in load, intensity, or volume (that is 

weight, rest periods, amount of sets/reps).  In this instance, the new stimuli for the body are often 

quite similar to the ones prior to them.  Of course the adaptive process is also quite similar.  The 

final alternative interpretation of the totality of the deductions is that of multiple workouts 

building up cumulative stress.  This is done for the same purpose as described above, but for 

some more advanced athletes, it requires an accumulation of stress in order to disrupt the body 

and induce change.  As the deductions circle around a common theme this third interpretation of 

the analogy holds true. 
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Parmenides’ exercise, contained in these deductions, appears to have the goal of teaching 

an individual how to reason.  Rather than aim at answering a specific question, the purpose of 

these exercises is education in a “trial by fire” setting.  Although guided in this case, as a result 

the pupils are better capable of reasoning by themselves.  Rousseau has a similar goal in mind in 

speaking about education  

Compelled to learn for himself, he uses his own reason, and not that of 
others…From this continual exercise, there should result a vigor of mind similar 
to that which is given the body by labor and fatigue.  Another advantage is that 
we advance only in proportion to our strength.  The mind like the body can carry 
no greater weight than it can support (Rousseau 188-189) 

 

Interestingly enough, Rousseau also draws an analogy between the education of the intellect and 

that of the labor of the body, as well as the results.  Further, he acknowledges the limits of both 

as being the same respectively.  Thus the mind, like the body, is capable of advancement which 

is carried out in a similar manner, with similar results, and even similar relations.  The parallel 

relationship between the Parmenides and that of physical training seems clear and even 

supported by thinkers such as Rousseau millennia later.  But this can be taken even further, as 

the Plato’s training manual as expressed in Parmenides continues to share a greater relationship 

and analogy with other texts. 

 What are the reasons for physical training?  Generally speaking Physical training can be 

either for the purpose of improved health, preparation for life in a manner of speaking, or for the 

purpose of preparing for some sort of physical event.  In both ancient and modern times, these 

events are either war or athletics.  Take Olympic Weightlifting, for example: athletes train for 

competitions such as the Olympics in which they compete in two events (snatch and clean & 

jerk).  They prepare for these competitions by practicing the lifts in which they will be judged, 
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both in their full form as well as variations of them.  However, training of any kind is always 

done in an atmosphere vastly different from that of competition.  Thus, where the Parmenides 

acts as training, various other texts of Plato become the competitions.  Rather than going through 

the motions in an effort to become better at dialectic, characters such as Socrates and his 

interlocutors put their ability to the test in an attempt to find truths, and they do it in the same 

manner as the training we see in the Parmenides.  The dialogues Euthydemus and Theaetetus 

serve as examples where we see the application of this training in a real situation.  One serves as 

a bad or malicious application, while the other is an excellent application. 

 In Euthydemus, two brothers Dionysodorus and his brother Euthydemus use their ability 

in a real world situation or conversation, the way in which they do so is hardly admirable, but 

finds similarities in the world of physical strength.  The method of discourse the pair wields is 

called “eristic.”  This method is similar to dialectic in manner, but the purpose of this method is 

simply to win the argument, rather than accomplish some greater feat such as discovering truth.  

When the question of whether the wise or ignorant learn is presented to the character, Clinias, 

Socrates states, “Just at this moment Dionysodorus leaned a little toward me and, smiling all 

over his face, whispered in my ear and said, I may tell you beforehand, Socrates, that whichever 

way the boy answers he will be refuted” (Plato 275e).  The pair uses their skill in dialectic, or 

rather a perverted version of it, to bully and win arguments.  This is eerily similar to individuals 

who use physical intimidation in order to bully weaker individuals, which is rather ironic given 

the brothers’ background in war and pankration.  The two are experienced fighters, veterans of 

war; thus, they are physically domineering.  People with this sort of background can very easily 

become bullies in the physical sense, using their superior strength and fighting ability to push 

others around.  The fact that these physically domineering individuals use an intellectually 
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domineering method of argument is quite interesting.  Both physical and intellectual excellence 

can be displayed and applied to something else, and the brothers’ display shows that these higher 

intellectual and physical capabilities are subject to wrong usage. 

Nevertheless, the brothers do not truly possess either intellect or physical prowess as an 

excellence.  Rather, they have a higher than average level of both which enables them to bully 

others physically and mentally.  The brothers’ use of intelligence as a weapon is a perversion of 

the dialectical method, as if they took the training of Parmenides and are using it to hurt others.  

For this reason, these brothers do not truly possess intellectual excellence: they are intellectually 

stagnant.  There is no development, or attempt at improving their intellectual capabilities; they 

have certainly not reached any pinnacle or standard of intelligence.  Their antithesis is the 

character Theaetetus, who competes in a sense with dialectic, but not for the purposes of beating 

another. 

 In Theaetetus, the philosopher Theaetetus is fetched from the gymnasium where he was 

undergoing physical training.  Young men in this time underwent physical exercise in the 

gymnasium in addition to their intellectual exercises, a fact often overlooked by interpreters and 

readers of classical texts such as Plato’s dialogues.  The fact that Theaetetus was fetched from 

the gymnasium is testament enough that he himself trained his body, while his intellectual 

capability is evident in his attempt to demonstrate his ability and answer the question, What is 

knowledge?  Theaeteteus attempts to answer this question through the same dialectical method 

that we see in many of Plato’s dialogues, but here Socrates and Theodorus present Theaetetus 

with a challenge and the opportunity to accomplish something.  The question here is like those 

deductions seen in Parmenides, but in this case the question’s existence is not simply for the sake 

of going through the motions; the question sets a target.  Theaetetus provides three answers for 
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the question, each of which is found to be insufficient.  However, the fact that Theaetetus is 

unable to provide a satisfactory answer to the question is not an indication that he has failed or is 

lacking.  Socrates tells Theaetetus, “And so, Theaetetus, if ever in the future you should attempt 

to conceive or should succeed in conceiving other theories, they will be better ones as the result 

of this inquiry” (Plato 210c).  Just as in weightlifting, the competition is itself a chance to grow 

and is arguably necessary in order to keep improving.  If all one does is train and train, without 

ever venturing through the trials of something real, then what is the purpose of it?  An 

intellectual athlete cannot simply run through exercises in deductions as in the Parmenides his 

entire life and expect to grasp some greater truth, not matter how good at dialectic he becomes.  

Only by putting his ability to the test is any meaning or importance given to the training. 

 So there exists a parallel between cultivation and, even, expression of the mind and body.  

The text of Parmenides presents a method of training the mind so that it is better capable of 

handling difficult questions and topics, and this method is carried out analogously to training of 

the body.  There are those that would argue that the body and mind are, however, not analogous 

things.  One might say the body is simply an instrument, while the mind is not; thus, cultivation 

of one is entirely different compared to the other.  But if the mind is not an instrument, how is it 

that some display more intelligence than others or are capable of learning and utilizing 

teachings?  Perhaps those that believe the mind is not an instrument would argue that those that 

show higher levels of intellect have simply refined what is already present; a process of 

actualizing the potential of the mind already existent.  However, even in this situation the body is 

in the same state as if the mind was an instrument; it still is capable of growth and development.  

This development is not infinite and there is a limit of potential development for the body just as 

there is a limit to the development of the mind.  The process of bodily development can then be 
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called one of actualizing the potential of the body and this is the same as the hypothetical 

argument regarding the mind.  And if one creates a strong mind in a similar manner as one 

creates a strong body, they must be directly related. 

As further support for the intermingling of strong mind and body, Rousseau states in his 

work Emile: 

Always setting in accordance with his own thought, and not according to that of 
another, he is continually uniting two processes; the stronger and the more robust 
he renders himself, the more sensible and judicious he becomes.  This is the 
means of finally possessing two things which are thought incompatible, but which 
are found together in almost all great men, strength of body and strength of mind, 
the reason of a sage and the vigor of an athlete (Rousseau 86) 

The idea that a robust body enables a man to be more sensible and judicious as necessary or even 

sufficient condition may be hard to accept for many.  But training the body teaches an individual 

a lot about themselves as a side effect of its process.  For one it is one of the only ways to truly 

discover one’s limits, both mentally and physically.  An exceedingly challenging physical 

endeavor taxes the mind and will a great deal and humbles the one who undertakes the challenge.  

Furthermore the mind and body are more capable of unification, and heightened awareness is a 

result.  The common statement “mind over matter” suggests that through the mind, challenges of 

the body which seem insurmountable are beaten.  But this is not something automatic; it cannot 

be willed from inexperience, nor is it solely an operation of the mind.  In order for the mind (a 

strong one at that) to push the body further, both the mind and body must be pushed 

simultaneously to that apparent limit point.  This event is not in its essence solely an activity of 

the mind or solely of the body; it is an intermingling of the two.  Both work together to go farther 

than they could go individually. 
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 Further, it is important to remember that the body is essential to all human action and 

experience.  Without the sensations of the body, there can be no interaction between individuals.  

If one cannot perceive another person, one cannot learn from them in any way, either about the 

world, or even about one’s self.  As a result, it is impossible to ignore the body altogether and 

one should really not attempt to do so.  Richard Shusterman, in his essay on Somaesthetics, 

posed a similar view: 

In a world where bodies were always mutilated, starved, and abused, our familiar 
concepts of duty, virtue, charity, and respect for others could get no purchase and 
make no sense. Moreover, bodily abilities set the limits of what we can expect 
from ourselves and others, thus determining the range of our ethical obligations 
and aspirations. If paralyzed, we have no duty to leap to the rescue of a drowning 
child. Virtue cannot require constant labor with no rest or nourishment because 
these needs are physical necessities. (Shusterman 6) 
 

The body determines the limit of virtue of an individual.  One cannot perform one’s duty to 

mankind if one is unable to move or act.  One cannot give to others without the vehicle of the 

body to perform the action of giving.  Of course, some take this limitation as a reason to abhor 

the body and desire escape from it.  After all, if I can only perform according to my body, should 

I not desire the transcending of the body so I can do more?  Intellectually this makes sense, and 

in terms of knowledge and truth is the view we saw Socrates putting forth in Phaedo.  If our 

earlier argument against Socrates in that dialogue was insufficient, other sources indicate that 

Socrates was much more pro-body than his portrayal in Plato’s dialogues suggests.  According to 

Xenophon, Socrates believed “The body is valuable for all human activities, and in all its uses it 

is very important that it should be as fit as possible. Even in the act of thinking, which is 

supposed to require least assistance from the body, everyone knows that serious mistakes often 

happen through physical ill-health” (Xenophon 172 Conversations of Socrates).  That such a 

stance could have been adopted by Socrates is very easy to believe if you look at the man himself 
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(as I shall later on).  Further, even were one was to suggest that Plato held different views from 

the real Socrates, one would have to consider the fact that Plato himself was involved in physical 

activity.  Diogenes Laertius wrote that “And he [Plato] learnt gymnastics under Ariston, the 

Argive wrestler.  And from him he received the name of Plato on account of his robust figure, in 

place of his original name” (Laertius 279).  Thus, it would seem silly to suggest that Plato was 

completely anti-body.  The utility and importance of the body, it seems, must not be understated 

even when we consider the mind and soul. 

 

IV. Education 

 

“We are born weak; we have need of strength: we are born destitute of everything; we have need 
of assistance: we are born stupid; we have need of judgment.  All that we have not at our birth, 
but which we need when we are grown, is given us by education.” (Rousseau 2) 

In Plato’s Republic, Socrates and his interlocutors eventually set out to design a perfect 

city in a hypothetical discussion.  The initial design is a city of the bare essentials, without 

luxury.  When an interlocutor objects to the lack of luxury in the city, Socrates begins to modify 

their city to include these luxuries.  The need for luxury brings with it the necessity of war on 

neighboring cities and the need to protect the city Socrates has designed.  As a result, the need 

for the guardians arises.  The guardians of the city were not to be some average militia or 

conscripted army, typical of the times.  Rather, these elite soldiers were to be picked from the 

cream of the crop at a young age, raised and educated in a very specific way.  The education of 

these guardians follows much of what this thesis has been trying to get across: the need for 

physical training.  In the guardians, it is a necessity for their role, but physical education also 

serves to balance the other education they would receive, a balance that is essential to the soul.  
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In Book IV there is the initial education of the guardians which results in a group that is well 

suited for preserving and enforcing laws, but not for writing laws.  This lack of ability to create 

laws and truly lead is one of the reasons the city is doomed to failure, but in Book VII the 

education is revised so as to correct this deficiency. 

 It is essential to note that the guardians were not to be raised as simple thugs, or warriors 

trained to do nothing but fight battles, though they must certainly be capable of doing so.  Rather, 

the guardians were to be chosen from those with characteristics reminiscent of an excellent dog 

with an appropriate spirit to accompany their physical qualities.  They would need “keen senses, 

speed to catch what it sees, and strength in case it has to fight it out with what it captures” (Plato 

375b), while at the same time the guardians’ souls must be “spirited.”  Overall, the guardian 

must have in their nature “philosophy, spirit, speed, and strength” (Plato 376b).  In addition to 

being physically capable, a guardian must be mentally and spiritually capable as well.  Here 

Socrates is making quite a list of qualifications he requires, seemingly from birth, for his 

potential guardians.  However, since this is to be the ideal city the qualifications should also be 

ideal.  In the real world though, I highly doubt any city could gather enough such individuals 

together in a great enough number to constitute a true army, much less discern the qualities at 

infancy and nurture them as the individuals grow.  So in a real world application, Socrates’ true 

guardians would be rather few in number, but perhaps these qualifications should serve as the 

goal which the best should aim for.  The qualifications may be rare as innate talent, but those that 

came close could still be trained and brought up as good guardians.  (There are in fact some real 

world examples of this selecting and raising individuals into a selected career, such as in the 

sport of weightlifting in China.  That path of weightlifting is chosen early for children that 

demonstrate exceptional talent in the sport, and it becomes their entire life.  The effectiveness of 
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this is obvious from the results of international events such as the 2008 Olympics in which China 

won 8 out of 15 possible gold medals.  Six of those they did not win were in weight classes that 

China had no competitors in.  The remaining category they won silver).  However, since this is a 

practice of establishing the ideal city hypothetically, the real world application of raising 

guardians has no bearing on the subject, thus Socrates continues to lay out the education of the 

guardians. 

 Socrates begins in Book IV by discussing educating the guardians in poetry and 

mythology, eventually concluding that certain poems and stories about the gods should be 

censored, as they either send the wrong message or portray individuals or gods in a way that 

should not be mimicked by the guardians because they are to be the elite.  Socrates and company 

continue on to discuss education in music and gymnastics.  Plato writes that 

The man who makes the finest mixture of gymnastic with music and brings them 
to his soul in the most proper measure is the one of whom we would most 
correctly say that he is the most perfectly musical and well harmonized. . . 
Education in music and gymnastics will be compulsory for youths, and their 
progress and adaptability will be watched and tested throughout their 
development. Those who resolutely hold onto the convictions instilled in them by 
education will be chosen as guardians and those who rebel against the city's 
ideology will be rejected (Plato 412a-414a). 

In addition to specific qualities, whether or not one will become a guardian depends on how each 

grows under the education.  Those showing promise move on, those that fail to do so are rejected 

(this selection process is quite similar to the aforementioned example of Chinese Weightlifters).  

What is interesting to note here is that the harmonization of music and gymnastics (which is 

physical education) produces a harmony in the soul, according to Socrates.  This balance and 

harmony is central to being a good guardian, perhaps something one should strive for in the real 

world.  The balance is difficult to achieve though, and if an individual goes too far in one and 
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ignores the other, the result is not harmony.  This lack of harmony exists almost as a punishment 

in itself, limiting an individual from reaching any semblance of their actuality. 

 A lack of balance is undesirable especially for the guardians.  Plato writes, “But 

excessive care of the body, over and above physical training, is pretty well the biggest obstacle 

of all.  It’s troublesome in managing a household, in military service, and even in a sedentary 

public office” (Plato 407b).  Clearly, focusing on the body is not beneficial.  In today’s world we 

identify individuals that do so as “the muscle”, or “stupid jocks.”  Although there are some in the 

population who admire these individuals, the admiration is targeted towards their ability in a 

specific field (such as some professional athletes), not towards the individual as a complete or 

exceptional human being.  Further, excessive attention paid to the body has other undesirable 

results: “Hence, wherever this kind of virtue is practiced and examined, excessive care of the 

body hinders it, for it makes a person think he’s ill and be all the time concerned about his body” 

(Plato 407c).  One should not be misled into thinking that this prescription for physical training 

suggests some sort of hardcore level of fitness, or top rate abilities in a certain athletic event.  

Socrates clarifies this when referring to the balanced individual: “And won’t a person who’s 

educated in music and poetry pursue physical training in the same way. . . He’ll work at physical 

exercise in order to arouse the spirited part of his nature, rather than to acquire the physical 

strength for which other athletes diet and labor” (Plato 410b).  It is important to keep in mind 

that the goal of physical training is not necessarily the acquisition of strength (though that is 

sometimes the result), but for the health and balance of the soul.  Further, ignoring the body and 

focusing purely on something like music is insufficient.  According to Socrates this type of 

person is missing something: “Then the person who achieves the finest blend of music and 

physical training and impresses it on his soul in the most measured way is the one we’d most 
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correctly call completely harmonious and trained in music, much more than the one who merely 

harmonizes the strings of his instrument” (Plato 412a).  One can even get more out of music who 

has a harmonious soul; or true musicality requires a harmony with physical powers.  It would not 

be a stretch to suggest that the converse of this relationship exists as well, that one trained in 

music can get more experience from the body than if one were totally ignorant of music.  Keep 

in mind that these are the Guardians of Book IV, the ‘dumb’ guardians, one might argue.  

Though they maintain a certain harmony of physical ability and musical ability, musical 

harmony is not sufficient for intellectual excellence. 

 In Book VII, Socrates and Glaucon establish the idea that the one who despises political 

life is the one that must rule, referring specifically to philosophers.  In this revised city, the 

guardians must “have the best understanding of what matters for good government and who have 

other honors than political ones, and a better life as well” (Plato 521b).  In discussing what these 

understandings make up, Plato states, “the subject we’re looking for must also have this 

characteristic in addition to the former one” (Plato 521d), the former one being the previous 

education of the guardians: music, poetry, and physical training.  After discussion, the subject 

appears to be calculation and arithmetic as they lead to truth.  The reason: “It leads the soul 

forcibly upward and compels it to discuss the numbers themselves, never permitting anyone to 

propose a discussion of numbers attached to visible or tangible bodies,” and further, “They are 

compulsory for warriors because of their orderly ranks and for philosophers because they have to 

learn to rise up out of becoming and grasp being, if they are ever to become rational. . . And our 

guardian must be both warrior and philosopher” (Plato 525b-d).  Mathematics, due to its relation 

to truth becomes important for the guardian, but even further, these smarter guardians must be 

dialectical. 
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 As Socrates suggests possessing the use of dialectic enables one to come to an account of 

the good: the ability to “distinguish in an account the form of the good from everything else” 

(Plato 534b).  Possessing an account of the good would make one a good leader, a good law 

maker, and a good guardian.  Accordingly, the overall education: “calculation, geometry, and all 

the preliminary education required for dialectic must be offered to the future rulers in childhood, 

and not in the shape of compulsory learning” (Plato 536d).  Socrates also believes these 

candidates should learn like puppies “brought close and taste blood” (Plato 537a), and those that 

are chosen to do so are picked after compulsory physical education.  Physical training then, 

becomes a necessary pre-requisite to any selection of potential guardian rulers and Socrates 

states they are led to blood: 

When they’re released from compulsory physical training, for during that period, 
whether it’s two or three years, young people are incapable of doing anything 
else, since weariness and sleep are enemies of learning.  At the same time how 
they fare in this physical training is itself an important test (Plato 538b) 

 

Those that are most likely to be able in their studies are those that are able physically.  In 

addition to war training later in life, physical training serves as the foundation for intellectual 

education since compulsory physical education is done prior to higher learning, lending further 

credence to our main idea here: Physical excellence is as important as intellectual excellence, 

and even serves to enable the development of the intellect further than if it were absent.  As such, 

the best Guardians of the Republic maintain ultimate balance between physical and intellectual 

culture. 

 The importance of physical training seems to have been lost in philosophical texts no less 

in ancient than in modern ones.  Even when referring to Plato, most remember only the message 

from the Phaedo, that the body is a hindrance and should be fled.  Critics may attack Socrates’ 
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proposed education of the guardians to be too particular, or reserved for some ideal class of 

people, not the general public.  Regardless, the idea of a harmonized soul is appealing to all, and 

is not reserved for the Guardians alone (though for these select it appears to be a requirement).  

A balance of music, poetry, and physical training must exist for a person truly to experience the 

world.  Ignoring one or the other is forcing a limitation on the appreciation of life for an 

individual.  After all:  

it seems, then, that a god has given music and physical training to human beings 
not, except incidentally, for the body and the soul but for the spirited and wisdom-
loving parts of the soul itself, in order that these might be in harmony with one 
another, each being stretched and relaxed to the appropriate degree. (Plato 411e) 

 

 Furthermore, this idea of training both the body and mind is not just an ancient idea of 

antiquity.  Rousseau held a similar belief when it came to education:  

In order to learn to think, we must then exercise our limbs, our senses, and our 
organs, which are the instruments of our intelligence; and in order to derive all the 
advantage possible from these instruments, it is necessary that the body which 
furnishes them should be robust and sound (Rousseau 90). 

 

Our body, as the organ for our intelligence while inseparable from the soul, requires its due 

attention.  Simply casting it aside does no good and those that do are able to think through the 

body in a manner of speaking, rather than think limited by the body. 

 

V.  Exemplary Men, Good and Bad 

 There are several examples of men who closely maintain the balance of physical fitness 

and intellect.  These are men who are, by and large, admired for one reason or another.  Men like 
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Socrates and Theaetetus are often admired for their intellect, but what is often overlooked is their 

physical ability.  Further, the legendary Milo of Croton serves as another exemplary man who 

should be emulated.  Of course, not all individuals maintain this balance, and as Plato stated in 

Republic, when this balance is not maintained, several issues arise.  Men who demonstrate this 

from one end of the spectrum are the characters from Plato’s dialogues: Euthydemus and 

Dionysodorus, while René Descartes demonstrates the lack of balance from the opposite side of 

the spectrum.  Looking at these individuals, it becomes easy to see that the balance prescribed 

yields the best results. 

 The obvious first choice for examination is Socrates.  Although what we know about 

Socrates teachings and interactions comes primarily from Plato’s dialogues, his fame as a 

philosopher and teacher were widespread before the publication of the dialogues.  Thus, even if 

Plato’s representation of Socrates is not accurate, the fact that he was Plato’s teacher and the 

existing accounts of his life serve as clear evidence that he was a man of great intellect.  But 

what is usually overlooked, possibly due to a misguided assumption that it is unimportant, was 

Socrates physical fortitude.  In Plato’s Symposium, the character Alcibiades offers a praise to 

Socrates that highlights the philosopher’s life as a soldier: 

Now first, he took the hardships of the campaign much better than I ever did – 
much better, in fact, than anyone in the whole army.  When we were cut off from 
our supplies, as often happens in the field, no one else stood up to hunger as well 
as he did. . .Add to this his amazing resistance of the cold – and, let me tell you, 
the winter there is something awful…Well Socrates went out in that weather 
wearing nothing but this same old light cloak, and even in bare feet he made 
better progress on the ice than the other soldiers did in their boots… You know 
that I was decorated for bravery during that campaign: well, during that very 
battle, Socrates single-handedly saved my life! (Plato 219e-221e) 
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 The simple fact that Socrates survived multiple campaigns as a soldier is evidence of his 

physical strength and fortitude, and his rescue of Alcibiades (in a battle Alcibiades himself was 

commended for) is only further proof of his virtue, which as Shusterman suggests (above) is 

determined by his physical capability.  Further, as a philosopher, Socrates supposedly lived a life 

of poverty.  Socrates mostly stayed in the city conversing and teaching, but there are no accounts 

of him collecting a fee for his teachings as the sophists of the time were known to do.  Without 

any other kind of job, Socrates would have lived on the bare minimum.  That coupled with a 

great deal of travel in the form of walking would not be accomplishable by an individual of 

regular physical and mental toughness.  Physical fortitude enabled him to live the life he chose as 

a virtuous philosopher; arguably a necessary condition of his intellectual development (or 

continued development) is that he was so physically strong (see discussion on Shusterman 

below).  After Socrates, another individual worth emulating is Theaetetus, who in many ways 

was a potential successor to Socrates. 

 Theaetetus was a young student of Theodorus, who like Socrates was a young man of 

great intellect.  The Platonic dialogues, Sophist and Theaetetus, serve as good examples of 

Theaetetus’ capabilities intellectually, particularly the one sharing his name.  In the dialogue, 

Theaetetus and Socrates try to answer the question “What is knowledge?” and although the 

ending of the dialogue can seem somewhat anticlimactic (since the question remains 

unanswered) Theaetetus very strongly demonstrates his ability to answer questions in an 

intelligent manner.  Theaetetus thus clearly possesses the intellectual part of the equation.  Of 

course, like Socrates, his physical abilities are often overlooked.  Worth noting is the fact that at 

the beginning of the dialogue of Theaetetus, the young man had just finished exercising at the 

gymnasium.  The fact that young men in ancient Greece underwent physical training is often not 
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mentioned when looking at things like intellect and the soul, but this fact should not be ignored, 

as it demonstrates to us the type of education and upbringing the ancient Greeks supported.  The 

young men would undergo both physical training as well as intellectual training as they grew up, 

ideally resulting in a balanced individual.  Indeed one could say that to be an untrained person 

(both physically and intellectually) is to have or be a weak soul.  In addition to actually 

undergoing physical training, Theaetetus also fought in war.  Since we are talking about ancient 

Greece, fighting as a soldier entails a great deal of physical strength and fortitude, and although 

Theaetetus ultimately dies of dysentery, he still survived the battle.  Like Socrates, Theaetetus 

possessed a balance of physical ability and intellectual ability akin to that prescribed for the 

Guardians of the ideal city, and it would be hard to argue that as individuals these were not great 

men.  Of course not all can measure up to this, some do not even try. 

 Plato’s portrayal of Euthydemus and Dionysodorus is a good example of off-balance 

development.  The pair of brothers was famous as being accomplished pankration (a martial art 

combining boxing and wrestling) fighters, and were thus obviously physically developed.  They 

had intimidating bodies and the strength and skill to back it up.  Then the brothers decided to 

take up discourse as a new path in life.  Ideally, they would have evened out their imbalance by 

increasing their intellectual capacity to match their physical capacity.  However, the brothers 

went wrong when they chose to go with the eristic style of discourse.  Essentially, the brothers 

went at discourse in a manner that was exactly the same as their fighting experience, rather than 

approach it with a similar or parallel approach.  So when the brothers engaged in discourse with 

random people, they would introduce a question and attack the other with the goal of “winning” 

the argument, much as a bully would use physical size and strength to beat one weaker.  They 

accomplished this through clever manipulation of language and ambiguity of words.  While 
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clever and requiring some degree of intellectual capacity, theirs is a stagnant course.  Were the 

goal only to win the argument, they could never actually develop their intellects, as there would 

be no progress to higher questions.  The brothers here pursued intellectual excellence as a runner 

would pursue victory in a race.  They believed that both intellectual and physical excellence are 

manifest in victory over opponents.  While this is not entirely false, it is also far from the truth.  

Excellence, rather, can be said to be the “ideal”: more akin to a gymnast perfecting body and 

performance for their own sake.  Where the brothers are not entirely wrong is the possibility that 

this ideal can be reached through the pursuit of victory, though it is not a necessary consequence 

as they have demonstrated.  So in the end, the brothers made an attempt at balance but did so 

incorrectly, and ended up bullies, both intellectually and physically, with no foreseeable 

improvement. 

 René Descartes is an interesting individual to look at, as he is considered to be a great 

intellectual.  His contributions to math and philosophy are remembered and even used today such 

as the Cartesian co-ordinate system.  As an intellectual, his credentials speak for themselves; 

Descartes was a man who dedicated himself to his studies.  As a result of his dedication, physical 

endeavors were largely ignored.  Descartes did not appear to care much for his body when you 

consider his death.  While working as tutor for the queen of Sweden, Descartes contracted and 

died of pneumonia.  Perhaps Descartes was not accustomed to the climate or the demands of his 

job for tutoring the queen, but it is not hard to believe that if he had paid attention to his body 

and health, he would not have died in such a manner.  Thus, Descartes intentionally ignored one 

of the essential aspects of his individual self, a contemptible act as stated above.  Descartes death 

then was not a tragedy (such as being struck by a meteorite) rather it was a waste of his true 

potential.  Descartes, then, is the perfect example of an imbalanced man, one who leans towards 
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the side of the intellect, and away from the body.  The results on his life are pretty clear, though 

he made a significant intellectual impact on the world, he lived a very short life, and likely too 

short to experience and accomplish all he wanted and indeed could potentially have 

accomplished. 

 Another man worth of consideration on this matter was the wrestler, Milo of Croton.  

Milo was an extremely accomplished and skillful wrestler, winning at the Olympic games 

multiple times, and according to Professor Mike Riley this was not accomplished solely through 

sheer strength but also with cunning and stratagem.  According to Michael Poliakoff in his book 

Combat Sports in the Ancient World, Milo was said to be closely related with the Pythagoreans, 

even as an associate of Pythagoras himself.  In Poliakoff’s account, Milo was married to a 

Pythagorean (possibly Pythagoras’ daughter) and evidently “had a substantial reputation in 

antiquity for keeping company with philosophers and leaders” (Poliakoff 119).  We can 

reasonably assume that Milo had intellectual pursuits based on the company he kept, and was not 

simply an athlete.  Milo was a man well-rounded and is remembered for it. 

 

VI. Yoga 

 Of all the lifestyles that have survived the ages, Yoga follows most closely to the kind of 

balance I am advocating.  That is to say the Yoga lifestyle places importance and emphasis on 

the development of the intellect, body, and spirit: there is the physical aspect of postures, the 

intellectual aspect in education and reading, and the spiritual aspect in meditation.  In modern 

western culture, Yoga is primarily associated with a series of stretches and balancing poses, but 

this is only a single aspect of Yoga (called Hatha yoga).  True yoga is an entire lifestyle that is 
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physical, mental, and spiritual.  The practice of Yoga is also something Shusterman recognized 

as one of the things in line with his essay on Somaesthetics: 

We can distinguish between holistic or more atomistic methods. While the latter 
focus on individual body parts or surfaces—styling the hair, painting the nails, 
shortening the nose through surgery—the former techniques (such as Hatha yoga, 
t’ai chi ch’uan, and Feldenkrais Method) comprise systems of somatic postures 
and movements to develop the harmonious functioning and energy of the person 
as an integrated whole. Penetrating beneath skin surfaces and muscle fiber to 
realign our bones and better organize the neural pathways through which we 
move, feel, and think, these practices insist that improved somatic harmony is 
both a contributory instrument and a beneficial by-product of heightened mental 
awareness and psychic balance. Such disciplines refuse to divide body from mind 
in seeking to improve the entire person (Shusterman 15) 

 

Of course simply stating that Yoga does these things is not really sufficient drive the point home, 

so it is perhaps beneficial to look at what Yoga truly represents. 

The main branch of yoga is Raja, or Ashtanga(eight-limbed), Yoga with steps ordered 

very specifically.  The first two steps or limbs are Yama and Niyama which are essentially the 

do’s and do not’s of the lifestyle (comparable to the Judeo-Christian Ten Commandments), the 

moral guidelines.  The third is Asana (posture) which is the physical aspect of Yoga that western 

culture is familiar with.  Fourth is Pranayama, essentially breath control.  Fifth is Pratyahara, 

withdrawal of the senses inwards.  Sixth is Dharana, concentration; seventh is meditation 

(uninterrupted concentration).  The final step is the goal, Samadhi (unification with the cosmic 

being).  The steps are ordered deliberately as if steps on a ladder.  In order to reach the final 

stage, which is essentially enlightenment, one must go through the previous seven. 

 The main idea to look at here is the existence and placement of Asana on the ladder.  In 

order to fully accomplish the step, an individual must live a pure and virtuous life (via the Yamas 

and Niyamas).  Once the morals are disciplined, the body is disciplined.  The Asana postures of 
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Hatha Yoga serve as this physical discipline, along with Pranayama and Pratyahara that follow.  

The postures stretch, strengthen, and massage the body and allow the individual to develop 

control over it (discipline).  Breath control (Pranayama) serves as the bridge between the mind 

(and emotions) and body.  If this concept is hard to swallow, recall a moment when you were 

angry and remember how you were breathing if you can.  Your breaths were likely rapid and 

shallow.  Or consider when you prepare to lift something heavy, you tend to hold your breath.  

Controlling the breath through various techniques allows one to calm the mind and body and 

connect them better.  This is essential for one to be able to draw their senses inward (Pratyahara) 

and then go through the remaining steps.  But the body must be considered in order to reach 

these higher stages.  The Yamas and Niyamas cover cleanliness, bodily care, and nutrition 

(among other things including studies), Asanas on disciplining the body, and Pranayama in 

connecting it with the mind; but the body is integral to the pursuit of higher enlightenment, and 

thus cannot be ignored or cast aside in favor of other things.  As a lifestyle, Yoga has persevered 

for millennia in the world, likely for the simple reason that it works. 

 

VII. Concluding Statements 

 Modern society and education tend to reflect an intellectually centered ideal.  Go to a 

good school, get a good job, be a productive member of society.  With all the advancements in 

technology and industry, as well as advancements in modern science and medicine, the need for 

physical development often falls by the wayside.  Manual labor as a necessity has decreased 

immensely, and while there is still some need for it, much of the work that required physical 

labor a century or two ago is done by machine today.  The lack of necessity for physical 
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development, like strength, is perpetuated in education.  Some schools at the elementary level 

still have mandatory physical education, but as one progresses further into scholastic life, the 

importance of physical activity dwindles.  Education then fails to become an intermingling of 

physical and intellectual development.  Rather, education becomes a dichotomy of studies versus 

athletics, and young students are often forced to choose.  Some manage to maintain this balance, 

but the majority focus on one or the other, typically in favor of the intellect. 

 Perhaps the fact that possession of physical capability like strength is no longer essential 

to our survival as a species is responsible for this change in society, but that does not mean 

physical culture should be discarded.  A renowned strength coach, Mark Rippetoe wrote 

Over and above any considerations of performance for sports, exercise is the 
stimulus that returns our bodies to the conditions for which they were designed. 
Humans are not physically normal in the absence of hard physical effort. Exercise 
is not a thing we do to fix a problem – it is a thing we must do anyway, a thing 
without which there will always be problems.  (Rippetoe Chapter 1). 

 

Being physically capable affords more benefit than simple utility or improvement of life quality, 

though it clearly offers that as well. 

Of course through our own natural development and growth, we attain some degree of 

strength and power.  Even through relatively sedentary life, we develop enough strength to 

function: we can walk, run to an extent, and move ourselves (and things around us).  Such a 

possession of power, however, is sufficient only for survival in the modern age, not enough for 

anything else.  Rousseau states, “it is only with the power which is in excess of what is needed 

for self conservation that there comes to be developed in him the speculative faculty suitable for 

employing that excess of power for other uses” (Rousseau 84), suggesting that attaining a higher 

level of power will actually benefit man’s ability in other ways, not just physically.  A man who 
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learns the capabilities of his body through a trial by fire also pushes his mind to its utmost limit.  

This experience often leads to humility as well as enabling one to allocate their time and energy 

towards other aspects of life.  It is essential to remember that although important, physical 

strength is not the only thing worth attaining in life.  It may be true that “A weak man is not as 

happy as he would be if he were a strong man” (Rippetoe Chapter 1), but that does not mean 

strength is the only goal in life.  Physical excellence is merely an aspect of life that stands on 

equal footing with intellectual excellence.  One should always strive for the reason of a sage and 

the vigor of an athlete. 

 

FIN 
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