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It’s a common theme among the ancient Greek philosophers to emphasise the 
importance of taking care of your soul — or psyche, as it is often referred to. One 
of the main reasons for this is a longstanding philosophical idea: that a well-
balanced or healthy soul is key to happiness. 
 

Thinkers such as Pythagoras, Democritus, Heraclitus and Plato all point toward the 
same underlying claim — that happiness isn’t something external we chase, but 
something internal we cultivate through harmony. Plato explores this further in 
several of his dialogues and, while some of his claims (like the soul’s immortality or 
recollection) are fascinating, what matters most here is something practical: 
 

What does it actually mean to take care of your soul — and 
how does that relate to living well? 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY IDEA:  

Happiness isn’t something you 
find outside yourself — it comes 
from how well your inner self is 

working together. 



  

THE TRIPARTITE SOUL & THE CHARIOT ANALOGY 
 

Plato describes the soul as made up of three parts: reason, desire, and spirit: 
 

 The rational part is responsible for thinking, questioning and seeking truth. 

 The appetitive part is driven by desire — everything from hunger and comfort 

to pleasure and attraction. 

 The spirited part is connected to emotion — pride, anger, courage and 

honour. 

These aren’t separate systems you switch between — they are constantly 
interacting, and often competing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

To explain this, Plato compares the soul to a chariot. Reason is the charioteer trying 
to guide two horses — one representing spirit (emotion), the other desire (appetite). 
The problem is, the horses don’t naturally move together. One pulls toward 
pleasure, the other toward pride or reaction, leaving reason struggling to maintain 
control. This isn’t a smooth journey — it’s unstable, chaotic, and often completely 
out of control. And if we’re honest, it feels familiar. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

WHY WE FEEL AT WAR WITH OURSELVES 
 

The chariot analogy is used to help readers understand how the soul is often pulled 
in different directions, much like the chariot. This inner conflict shows up in everyday 
life. Desire, emotions and reason have the potential to clash with one another. 
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Your reason set the direction, your appetite pulls you off course and your spirit 
either backs the struggle (Example 1) or justifies the detour (Example 2) Instead of 
working together, these parts compete — and we end up acting in ways that don’t 
even align with ourselves. It’s not that we don’t know what we’re doing — it’s that 
we’re being pulled apart internally. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EXAMPLE 1 

 Reason: You know you should go to sleep 
 Appetite: You keep scrolling anyway 
 Spirit: Feel slightly annoyed at yourself while doing it  

 

KEY IDEA:  

Inner conflict isn’t random — it’s 
what happens when parts of 

your soul are competing instead 
of cooperating. 

EXAMPLE 2 

 Reason: You know you should go to sleep  
 Appetite: You keep scrolling anyway  
 Spirit: Feel happy watching cat videos and tell yourself its 

harmless 



  

HAPPINESS & HARMONY: THE UNIFIED SOUL 
 

So, what’s the solution? Do we eliminate desire? Suppress emotion? Follow reason 
alone? For the ancient Greeks, happiness is not about cutting parts of yourself off 
— it’s about balance. 
 

A healthy soul is one where each part plays its role without 
dominating the others.  It’s about bringing your inner self into 
alignment, not silencing parts of it. This is what they mean by 
harmony. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

A unified soul isn’t one where everything is equal, but one where everything is 
properly ordered. Reason leads, providing direction and foresight. Emotion 
supports, giving courage and energy. Desire fuels life, but is kept in check so it 
doesn’t take over. Reason doesn’t replace emotion or desire — it guides them. 
Happiness, then, isn’t logic alone or pleasure alone — it’s the alignment of all three. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY IDEA:  

Happiness isn’t about controlling 
yourself — it’s about bringing 

yourself into balance. You don’t 
need to remove parts of yourself 
— you need to put them in the 

right place. 



  
Humans are not perfectly balanced. We feel anger, jealousy, pride and desire. We 
make mistakes, act impulsively and fall out of alignment. Plato wasn’t unaware of 
this. The goal was never perfection — it was direction. We can’t eliminate these 
traits, but we can shape them. Pride can become self-respect when guided by 
wisdom. Anger can become strength when controlled by courage. Desire can 
become discipline when moderated.  
 

The goal isn’t to eliminate your flaws — it’s to guide them so 
they work for you, not against you. 

WHAT HAPINESS REALLY IS 
 

There’s a modern assumption that to live philosophically, you need to be perfectly 
rational, disciplined and detached. But that’s not what the ancient Greeks were 
saying. You don’t need to suppress your emotions or reject pleasure. It’s okay to 
have off days, to feel deeply, to enjoy things. Happiness doesn’t come from 
avoiding these experiences — it comes from not letting them control you.  
 

Happiness isn’t found in appearance, success, or external 
validation. It’s found in alignment. 
 

When your actions, emotions and desires are not constantly fighting each other, 
but working together — that’s when you feel whole. It’s not fixed. It’s not perfect. 
It’s a constant balancing act. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Aren’t these the reasons, Glaucon, that 
education in music and poetry is most 
important? First, because rhythm and 

harmony permeate the inner part of the soul 
more than anything else, affecting it most 

strongly and bringing it grace, so that if 
someone is properly educated in music and 

poetry, it makes him graceful” 

REPUBLIC BOOK III 



  
We require all three elements to play their part, if we want to live our best life, on 
our own terms.  Think of your soul like music. Each part — reason, emotion, desire 
— plays a role. When one dominates, the result is noise. But when they come 
together in the right way, something coherent emerges. Something whole, 
 

And remember, everyone’s harmony sounds different. So don’t compare your life, 
your balance, or your way of being to anyone else’s. A harmonious song to one 
soul is noise to another. 
 

Your soul. Your symphony. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


