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The Reincarnation Myths Of Plato And Virgil

The myth of Er in Plato’s Republic and the account of Aeneas’ journey to the underworld in Virgil’s Aeneid both contain detailed descriptions of the process of reincarnation. However, their dissimilarities reveal the two authors to have quite different aims in their works; Socrates, via Plato, serves a philosophical aim by providing a mythological rationale for the notion that individuals control the keys to their own salvation through spiritual self-improvement and the acquisition of wisdom, Virgil, on the other hand is serving a narrative within an epic poem, the purpose of which is to provide a historical underpinning to the rise of Rome. Therefore, Virgil is largely unconcerned with the individual and instead concerned with reincarnation as it applies to the health of the state and the succession of rulers. These crucial differences hinge upon the element of choice and specifically whether a soul can plot its own destiny.
There are many similarities in the accounts of Plato and Virgil, however, they quickly diverge when the nature of punishment for the sins of a past life arises. Plato’s system of punishment and reward, while hardly recognizing any shades of grey between the two, does acknowledge the sinful alongside the righteous. This in and of itself implies that we have a choice to be good or bad from the beginning. Virgil, on the other hand, contends that everyone has sins which need to be washed away from their souls. His lightest punishment is little more than a sort of forced exile from bodily existence, yet it is still punishment nonetheless. This distinction between Plato and Virgil is crucial, Virgil’s underlying message being that we sin because we are unable to do otherwise, and that we have no choice in the matter.

The inclusion of choice is itself a major difference between the two works. Plato takes up a sizeable portion of the experience of Er with descriptions of souls picking their next lives from a vast array of possibilities laid out before them. This element of choice, along with the importance placed upon one’s actions in previous lives, is entirely necessary if Plato is to successfully make the case that souls control their own futures. Virgil’s account sits in stark contrast by having no mention of souls even being given any choice whatsoever. In his version, a soul making its own decisions would introduce an element of uncertainty, and therefore cast doubt on the inevitability of Rome’s future, which is being presented to Aeneas as already having been decided.

Lastly, Plato stresses an individual’s future personal and spiritual growth as the governing principle in the choice of their next life. He repeatedly emphasizes that the next life needs to be chosen wisely and that the responsibility for that decision lies completely with the soul itself. This emphasis on utilizing one’s wisdom for personal growth is completely absent with Virgil, in fact, he never touches upon the effect on the individual at all. Virgil’s main concern lies in what manner a soul’s destiny is to shape the future of Rome. The reader is then to assume that that future is already written in stone and no amount of free will can alter the individual’s or even Rome’s eventual destiny.

Plato and Virgil have divergent reincarnation myths, which not only reflect their cultures and philosophies, but are important to the themes of their individual works. Plato was largely concerned with the nature of philosophy and the individual’s quest for wisdom and enlightenment. This relies heavily on the concept of free will as a vehicle for souls to eventually reach a higher plane, not by mere drudgery or the passage of time but through a concerted effort to apply higher thought and the attaining of wisdom to one’s entire existence. Virgil, on the other hand, in The Aeneid is concerned mostly with formulating a back history to the already existent Rome. The Aeneid is very much in the tradition of Homer and largely intended as a Roman Iliad or Odyssey. It therefore makes perfect sense that it would be more reflective then of a pre-Platonic or pre-Socratic sensibility. His approach and aims are far more utilitarian and therefore less concerned with individual spirituality. 













