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 'Compare and contrast the concepts of "soul chariot" found in ancient Indian and ancient Greek texts.’
Word Count: 2946 (less 457 in excerpts): 2,489
Introduction
Ancient India and Ancient Greece were ‘axial age’ civilisations of an epoch where, according to Richard Seaford, ‘various civilisations transformed intellectually and ethically in ways in which we are still defined.’[footnoteRef:1] As Seaford notes, the similarities shared by their philosophies included the view that understanding the inner self (‘atma’ in the Indian tradition and ‘psyche’ in the Greek) is central to understanding the Universe and vital for human wellbeing.[footnoteRef:2] This essay explores this perspective through comparing and contrasting the conceptions of ‘soul chariot’ found in the Katha Upanisad, an ancient Indian text considered to be of the late Vedic period, with the Phaedrus, by Plato which is considered dateable to roughly the same time.[footnoteRef:3] While the question of diffusion/influence will be discussed, there are notable difficulties with dating ancient texts, particularly the Indian ones. In addition, as will be explored, Bagchee and Adluri argue that choosing to focus on a text’s date or authorship, rather than its ontology or teachings on self-transformation, reinforces prejudices rooted in the history of Indology.[footnoteRef:4] This essay keeps its emphasis on the latter grouping of issues, while also examining the former to an extent.  [1:  Seaford, Richard, ‘Introduction’ in Universe and Inner Self in Early Indian and Early Greek Thought ed. by Richard Seaford (Edinburgh University Press, 2016), p1 [Hereafter Seaford, Universe]]  [2:  Seaford, Universe, p1]  [3:   Katha Upanisad Trans. Robert Ernest Hume in The Thirteen Principal Upanishads Translated from the Sanskrit. (Oxford University Press, 1921) available online https://www.tota.world/article/1281/ [accessed 07.5.21] [Hereafter Katha Upanisad]; Plato, Phaedrus http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1636/1636-h/1636-h.htm [accessed 07.05.21] [Hereafter Plato, Phaedrus]]  [4: Bagchee, Joydeep and Adluri, Vishwa, The Nay Science (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), DOI:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199931347.003.0004 , Chapter 4,  p.123 of 186 [Hereafter Bagchee and Adluri, Nay Science]] 

The Katha Upanisad (India)
The Katha Upanisad (Katha) concerns the story of Naciketas, a boy who enters into dialogue with Yama, the God of death, on subjects such as knowledge, liberation and the nature of the self. In the course of their conversation Yama explains:
[bookmark: _Hlk70685707]3. Know thou the soul (ātman, self) as riding in a chariot. The body as the chariot. Know thou the intellect (buddhi) as the chariot-driver, And the mind (manas) as the reins.
4.The senses (indriya), they say, are the horses; The objects of sense, what they range over. The self combined with senses and mind Wise men call ‘the enjoyer’ (bhoktr).
5. He who has not understanding (a-vijñāna), Whose mind is not constantly held firm— His senses are uncontrolled, Like the vicious horses of a chariot-driver.
6. He, however, who has understanding, Whose mind is constantly held firm— His senses are under control, Like the good horses of a chariot-driver. Intelligent control of the soul’s chariot (is) needed to arrive beyond transmigration.
7. He, however, who has not understanding, Who is unmindful and ever impure, 
Reaches not the goal. But goes on to transmigration (saṁsāra)…
9. He, however, who has the understanding of a chariot-driver, A man who reins in his mind— He reaches the end of his journey, That highest place of Vishnu.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Katha Upanisad] 

The Phaedrus
The Phaedrus by Plato features a dialogue between Socrates and Phaedrus on the outskirts of Athens, covering the nature of love, rhetoric and Greek views on reincarnation. Socrates uses the metaphor of a winged chariot and its driver to describe the various parts of the psyche:
[bookmark: _Hlk70685735]Of the nature of the soul, though her true form be ever a theme of large and more than mortal discourse, let me speak briefly, and in a figure. And let the figure be composite—a pair of winged horses and a charioteer….the human charioteer drives his in a pair; and one of them is noble and of noble breed, and the other is ignoble and of ignoble breed; and the driving of them of necessity gives a great deal of trouble to him… The soul in her totality…when perfect and fully winged… soars upward…whereas the imperfect soul, losing her wings and drooping in her flight at last settles on the solid ground…The wing is the corporeal element which is most akin to the divine, and which by nature tends to soar aloft and carry that which gravitates downwards into the upper region, which is the habitation of the gods. The divine is beauty, wisdom, goodness, and the like; and by these the wing of the soul is nourished, and grows apace; but when fed upon evil and foulness and the opposite of good, wastes and falls away…for the vicious steed goes heavily, weighing down the charioteer to the earth when his steed has not been thoroughly trained…But of the heaven which is above the heavens...There abides the very being with which true knowledge is concerned…and the intelligence of every soul which is capable of receiving the food proper to it, rejoices at beholding reality, and once more gazing upon truth, is replenished and made glad.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Phaedrus, Plato] 

Steering the Chariots
Chariots, which feature prominently in the above excerpts, were symbols of status and prestige in both the Greek and Indian traditions, as well as vehicles of the gods. Magnone explains that they were also seen as channels between the human and divine worlds, as well as metaphors for accessing other realms of consciousness.[footnoteRef:7] Indeed, both texts depict a chariot negotiating a passage between the physical/empirical world and other realms of consciousness. The chariot itself is not metaphorically relevant in the Greek simile, as noted by Schlieter, because the totality of the winged chariot and driver represent the psyche.[footnoteRef:8] In contrast, the Katha specifically designates the chariot as the body, clearly separating physicality and consciousness, signalling that the features of the two chariots are distinct.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Paolo Magnone, ‘Soul Chariots in Indian and Greek Thought: polygenesis or diffusion?’ in Universe and Inner Self in Early Indian and Early Greek Thought ed. by Richard Seaford (Edinburgh University Press, 2016) [Hereafter Magnone, Universe] p160]  [8:  Jens Schlieter “’Master the chariot, master your Self’: comparing chariot metaphors as hermeneutics
for mind, self and liberation in ancient Greek and Indian sources’ in Universe and Inner Self in Early Indian and Early Greek Thought ed. by Richard Seaford (Edinburgh University Press, 2016) [Hereafter Schlieter, Universe] p168]  [9:  Katha Upanisad, as excerpted] 

According to Magnone, the horses in the Phaedrus represent the irrational aspects of the soul.[footnoteRef:10] The text states that one of the horses is ‘noble’ as it wishes to ascend, while the other is ‘ignoble’ and wishes to return to Earth.[footnoteRef:11] In contrast, the horses in the Katha are the senses, which do not have an inherent benign or evil nature but are ‘good’ when controlled/well-steered and ‘vicious’ when not.[footnoteRef:12] Budziszewska sees parallels between the actions of the horses in the Greek tradition with the influence of the three gunas or modes of nature that are said to govern human activity in the Indian tradition.[footnoteRef:13]  She states that the ignoble horse is described as lustful and greedy and compares this to the mode of ‘rajas’, or passion. The noble horse she views, along with the charioteer when engaged in mindful steering, as acting in the mode of ‘sattva’ or goodness. However, when diverted away from wisdom and goodness, she argues, the latter can be seen as governed by the mode of ‘tamas’, or ignorance. This highlights that, through distinct conceptual means, both traditions emphasise the potential impact of external influences on the behaviour of the horses and direction of the chariot. [10:  Magnone, Universe p163]  [11:  Phaedrus, Plato, as excerpted]  [12:  Katha Upanisad, as excerpted]  [13:  Nina Budziszewska, ‘The self-chariots of liberation: Plato’s Phaedrus, the Upanisads, and the Mahābhārata in search of Eternal Being’,  Philosophy East & West, Vol.67 (2) (2017), 318-351 https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_proquest_journals_216885064
 [accessed 07.05.21] [Hereafter Budziszewska, Self-Chariots] p338] 

Although the reins are not mentioned in the Phaedrus, they play an important role in the Katha, where they represent ‘manas’ or the mind, governed by ‘buddhi’, or intellect as the chariot driver. Budziszewska highlights the crucial function of manas in making mental representations of the world based on data from the senses, adding ‘The buddhi restrains the manas- since she chooses one mental proposition, she decides the direction of thinking.’[footnoteRef:14] As such, the Katha sees a proper function of intelligence as to rein in the mind and ensure that the senses are in turn governed in a positive direction. There is no corresponding division of functions in the Phaedrus; as noted by Schlieter, it ‘offers a lower complexity’ in this respect.[footnoteRef:15]  All the same, both representations highlight the subordination of immediate sensual gratification in favour of ‘higher’ ideals and pursuits.  Magnone notes that the Katha refers to a ‘controlled’ or ‘yoked’ (yukta) mind, making a clear link to Indian teachings on yoga.[footnoteRef:16] Further, he adds that the horses in the Phaedrus are winged in a manner consistent with Greek mythology, whereas the Indian horses are not.[footnoteRef:17] The wings could however be said to carry out a type of steering- ‘by nature (tending) to soar aloft and carry that which gravitates downwards into the upper region.’[footnoteRef:18] In this way, the texts each employ pre-existing conceptions from their respective traditions, not found in the other, to describe the process of governing the horses. [14:  Budziszewska, Self-Chariots p322]  [15:  Schlieter, Universe, p182]  [16:  Magnone, Universe p157]  [17:  Magnone, Universe p161]  [18:  Plato, Phaedrus, as excerpted] 

The Soul Passenger and the final destination
Perhaps the most fundamental distinction between the Phaedrus and the Katha is the presence of the soul/self (or atman) as passenger in the Katha-chariot. As noted by Budziszewska, ‘The soul (psyche) as the winged-chariot in the Phaedrus is not the self (atman) in Indian thought.’[footnoteRef:19]  As discussed above, the Greek soul is a composite of chariot, horses and driver. In contrast, the soul in the Indian tradition is the ‘pure luminosity of awareness’, distinct from mind, body, intelligence and senses.[footnoteRef:20] Schiltz describes how Naciketas is told that ‘this self is not to be obtained by instruction, nor by intellect.’[footnoteRef:21] In contrast, in the Phaedrus, Socrates describes its nature as a ‘long tale to tell’ rather than something that is beyond intellectual understanding. The soul is also not perturbed by the steering of the chariot; as Budziszewska points out it: ‘beholds every action of an empirical self, but it does not change his innate state of happiness…with any empirical deed.’[footnoteRef:22] As a result, the conceptions of the soul in the two traditions are markedly different, with the soul in the Indian tradition possessed of an essential happiness that is entirely separate from the activities of body and mind and independent of external circumstances.   [19:  Budziszewska, Self-Chariots, p320]  [20:  Magnone, Universe, p165]  [21: Elizabeth A. Schiltz "Two Chariots: The Justification of the Best Life in the "Katha Upanishad" and Plato's "Phaedrus"." Philosophy East & West 56.3 (2006): 451-68 https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_proquest_journals_216885064
 [accessed 07.05.21] [Hereafter Schiltz, Two Chariots] p463]  [22:  Budziszewska, Self-Chariots, p322] 

The Katha describes the abode of Visnu, the supreme universal being, as the ultimate goal for the soul as the passenger of the chariot.[footnoteRef:23] Similarly, in the Phaedrus, it is the ‘heaven which is above the heavens…(where) abides the very being with which true knowledge is concerned’.[footnoteRef:24] Another key difference between the texts is, as Schlieter notes, that on reaching this abode the soul-passenger in the Katha is able to leave her chariot and enter it.[footnoteRef:25] In contrast, the soul-chariot in the Phaedrus remains in its composite form and appears only to be able to contemplate this region.[footnoteRef:26] If efficient steering to this destination is not achieved in the Katha, the soul reincarnates again. In this circumstance it is given a fresh chariot for a body, as new clothes are swapped for old, to use the analogy given in the Bhagavad Gita- a text described by Magnone as dateable after the Upanisadic period.[footnoteRef:27] This is analogous to the description in the Phaedrus of the soul-chariot ‘losing her wings and drooping back to earth’.[footnoteRef:28] In both cases, returning to the mortal world is the consequence of not fully completing the chariot journey in the present lifetime. [23:  Katha Upanisad, as excerpted]  [24:  The Phaedrus, as excerpted]  [25: Schlieter, Universe p182]  [26:  Schileter, Universe p184]  [27:  Magnone, Universe p164; Bhagavad Gita, Trans. A.C Bhaktivedanta Swami (Bhaktivedanta Book Trust: 2016) Chapter 2, Verse 22 [Hereafter Bhagavad Gita]]  [28:  Phaedrus, Plato, as excerpted] 

The Outcome of the Journey
The two texts conclude with their protagonists in rather different positions when it comes to reaching their overall goal.  Schiltz notes that Phaedrus is left continuing to navigate his soul-chariot, with a prayer that he continue to live a life of wisdom.[footnoteRef:29] In contrast, Naiciketas is described as obtained the destination of Brahman- although not, it would appear, the destination of Vishnu.[footnoteRef:30] This outcome can be analysed from the work of Obryk, who describes a progression in the Vaisnava (Vishnu-worshipping) Caitanyaite tradition of West Bengal from ‘karma’ which she designates as ‘world-affirming’ action to ‘jnana’, which involves stepping away from the world, to ‘bhakti’, which focusses on loving or devotional service to God by engaging the world.[footnoteRef:31] It is notable that the Bhagavad Gita, which includes detailed discussion of these concepts, takes the chariot analogy a significant step further in the direction of bhakti.  In that text Krishna, as supreme being/incarnation of Vishnu, himself acts as the charioteer of his worshipper Arjuna, instructing him in the best course of action prior to a great battle.[footnoteRef:32] As a result, Arjuna’s own efforts to navigate his path are bolstered by divine guidance and support. As Biardeau comments; ‘the God of bhakti… reveals himself in this way…only because there is a relationship of love between himself and his worshipper.’[footnoteRef:33] From a bhakti perspective therefore, the supreme being is not an aloof end destination, but will actively participate in guiding the chariot of his worshipper where there is a relationship of love- which is not discussed in the Katha.  Obryk sees parallel shifts as also occurring in Greek culture, which shifted from ritualistic worship of the gods to a ‘scientific rejection’ and ultimately to the reconciliation of both through the personal approach taken by Socrates and the Neoplatonists in relationship to divinity.[footnoteRef:34] She connects the search for this personal relationship in the Indian context with the frustration of eastern sages at the ‘impermanent and shallow’ happiness derived from traditional religion, while opining that the cause in the Greek context is ‘difficult to discern’, although similar frustrations are detectable.[footnoteRef:35] It can be seen therefore that both traditions shifted to valuing a relationship with the divine for itself rather than for particular life outcomes. [29:  Schiltz, Two Chariots, p464]  [30:  Schiltz, Two Chariots, p464]  [31:   Obryk, Universe p239 and p246]  [32:  Bhagavad Gita]  [33:  Biardeau, Madeline, ‘Hinduism: the anthropology of a civilization’ (Oxford : Oxford University Press, 1989), p113]  [34:  Matylda Obryk, ‘On affirmation, rejection and accommodation of the world in Greek and Indian religion’ in Universe and Inner Self in Early Indian and Early Greek Thought ed. by Richard Seaford (Edinburgh University Press, 2016) [Hereafter Obryk, Universe] pp245-6]  [35:  Obryk, Universe, p241] 



Theories of Diffusion and of Difference
The similarities between the soul chariot allegories in the Katha and Phaedrus have prompted theories of diffusion from one culture to another. Magnone, for example, highlights that another term for the final destination for the chariot in the Phaedrus is the ‘plain of truth’, (ἀληθείας) πέδιον in Greek and that the word πέδιον is linguistically cognate to pada in parama pada, the region of Visnu described in the Katha.[footnoteRef:36] He describes this as potentially just a ‘baffling coincidence.’ [footnoteRef:37] However, it could also be due to common Indo-European language roots or other factors.  The host of academic commentary (and controversy) on this issue is stymied by the fact that Indian texts are, as Seaford puts it, ‘notoriously undateable’.[footnoteRef:38] Among others, Schlieter opines that while the Upanisadic texts can be presumed to be older than the Platonic references, making Indian influence on Greece at that time ‘highly unlikely (if) theoretically possible’, there is dispute about their absolute and relative chronologies.[footnoteRef:39]  McEvilley, while supportive of theories of diffusion from India to Greece of concepts such as reincarnation, sees the similarities between the chariot analogies as arising due to a common Indo-European heritage.[footnoteRef:40] In terms of contributions by Indian scholars to the debate, Subash Kak refers to astronomical evidence related to winter solstices as evidence for a ‘layered chronology’ of the early Indian texts from the first to the third millenium BC.[footnoteRef:41] In stepping into this territory, it is important to consider the work of Bagchee and Adluri, who highlight the protestant theological undertakings and the search for ‘primordial Germanic religion’ that lie at the root of Indology.[footnoteRef:42] They argue that Indologists ignored traditional Indian scholarship and did not engage with the theology of the texts, but made a different sort of knowledge available, based on data rather than understanding.[footnoteRef:43] They see in this a colonial consciousness that viewed Indians as unable to carry out independent self-critical research, requiring the need for ‘Western, especially German, critical intervention in their texts.’[footnoteRef:44] Given this critique and the broad uncertainties around the ‘diffusion’ debate, this essay has kept its main focus on the content of the texts rather than the (lack of) empirical data about their origins. [36:  Magnone, Universe, p160]  [37:  Magnone, Universe, p160]  [38:  Seaford, Universe, p7]  [39:  Scheilter, Universe, p168]  [40:  McEvilley, Thomas, The Shape of Ancient Thought Comparative Studies in Greek and Indian Philosophies, (New York: Constable & Robinson, 2012) https://whelprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/14dj339/44UWTSD_ALMA51206489210002421
 [Accessed 07.05.21] p182]  [41:  Subhash Kak, ‘Greek and Indian Cosmology: Review of Early History’ History of Science, Philosophy & Culture in Indian Civilization, 1. 4 (2005), 871-894, https://whelprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_arxiv_primary_physics_0303001
 [Accessed 07.05.21] [Hereafter Kak, Cosmology] p4]  [42:  Bagchee and Adluri, Nay Science]  [43:   Bagchee and Adluri, Nay Science, p119 of 186]  [44:  Bagchee and Adluri, Nay Science p121 of 186] 

Bagchee and Adluri identify parallels between the Lutheran approach to Indology and its deconstruction of Greek ontology indicating that, perhaps unsurprisingly, both raised a similar hostility in that context.[footnoteRef:45] In a related vein, Butler describes how polytheistic Platonism was supressed in late antiquity and appropriated into Christian thought.[footnoteRef:46] He argues that this had implications for both Western thought and its reception of Indian thought, as the Hindu tradition is better understood on the basis of polytheistic Hellenic thought than Christian philosophy.[footnoteRef:47] Conversely, this raises the possibility that polytheistic Hellenic thought is more easily understood from the perspective of the Hindu tradition than from current mainstream Western philosophy.  [45:  Bagchee and Adluri, Nay Science p121 of 186]  [46:  Edward P. Butler, ‘Bhakti and Henadology.’ Journal of Dharma Studies 1.1 (2018): 147-61 https://whelprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_springer_primary_2018_42240_1_1_4 [accessed 07.05.21] [Hereafter Butler, Bhakti], p147]  [47:  Butler, Bhakti p148] 

Essential life questions
When the texts are viewed from the perspective urged by Bagchee and Adluri, it is clear that they focus on some of life’s deepest questions through jointly reflecting on matters such as the nature of the self and its relationship to the wider universe. As Schiltz notes, ‘they each offer a complex moral psychology and point toward an effective justification of the best life.’[footnoteRef:48] Both texts view the weighing of life choices as best undertaken through connecting the nature of the self and attempt to explain this nature.  As Budziszewska points out, such connection requires an on-going process of self-transformation or self-realisation.[footnoteRef:49]  Yogic and mediation practices are clearly central to this process in the Indian tradition, as Scheilter highlights.[footnoteRef:50]  The Phaedrus centres on self-transformation, or nourishing the ‘wing (s) of the soul’ through the contemplation of uplifting values such as beauty, wisdom and goodness.[footnoteRef:51] While it is not clear whether Plato was aware of, or in sympathy with, the use of Indian yogic and meditative processes, Budziszewska points out that he did use ‘meditation’ to describe the action performed by souls while contemplating the True Being.”[footnoteRef:52] She goes on to compare contemplation of beauty to yogic contemplation of the divine, adding that this creates a calmness through which higher consciousness can be accessed.[footnoteRef:53] Through their own routes therefore, both traditions advocate a process of careful discernment on one’s life path, privileging ‘higher values’ over short-term sensory gratification in order to orient the self towards its true identity and goals.  [48:  Schiltz, Two Chariots p451]  [49:  Budziszewska, Self-Chariots, p321]  [50:  Scheilter, Universe p182]  [51:  Plato, Phaedrus, as excerpted]  [52:  Budziszewska, Self-Chariots, p321]  [53:  Budziszewska, Self-Chariots, p335
] 

Conclusion
It is clear that there are and will likely remain many unanswered questions about the relationship (if any) between the soul-chariot of the Katha and that of the Phaedrus. Due to the difficulties with dating the ancient Indian texts in particular, these may never be resolved. It is beyond doubt that massive cultural and philosophical shifts have occurred, both in Greece and the Western world, as well as India and the wider world, since the genesis of both texts. Nevertheless, the questions they seek to address concerning the nature of the self and its place in the universe still occupy humanity today. Indeed, the digital age is, if anything, increasing the importance of managing sensory overload and mental overwhelm. Although rooted in different traditions, both ancient texts can offer illuminating and thoughtful responses to the fundamental question of how to live a meaningful life.
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