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Then Socrates glanced at Eryximachus and said, "Now do you think I 
was foolish to feel the fear I felt bdore? Didn't I spec1k like a prophet a 
while ago when I said that Agathon would give an amazing speech and 
I would be tongue-tied?" 

"You were prophetic about one thing, I think," said Eryximachus, "that 
Agathon would c.peak well. But you, tongue-tied? No, I don't believe that." b 

"Bless you," said Socrates. "How am I not going to be tongue-tied, I or 
anyone else, after a speech delivered with such beauty and variety? The 
other parts may not have been so wonderful, but that at the end! Who 
would not be struck dumb on hearing the beauty of the words and phrases? 
Anyway, I was worried that I'd not be able to say anything that came 
close to them in beauty, and so I would almost have run away and escaped, c 
if there had been a place to go. And, you see, the speech reminded me of 
Gorgias, so that I actually experienced what Homer describes: I was afraid 
that Agathon would end by sending the Gorgian head,31 awesome at speak-
ing in a speech, against my speech, and this would turn me to stone by 
striking me dumb. Then I realized how ridiculous I'd been to agree to join d 
with you in praising Love and to say that I was a master of the art of love, 
when I knew nothing whatever of this business, of how anything whatever 
ought to be praised. In my foolishness, I thought you should tell the truth 
about whatever you praise, that this should be your basis, and that from 
this a speaker should select the most beautiful truths and arrange them 
most suitably. I was quite vain, thinking that I would talk well and that 
I knew the truth about praising anything whatever. But now it appears 
that this is not what it is to praise anything whatever; rather, it is to apply e 
to the object the grandest and the most beautiful qualities, whether he 
actually has them or not. And if they are false, that is no objection; for the 
proposal, apparently, was that everyone here make the rest of us think he 
is praising Love-and not that he actually praise him. I think that is why 
you stir up every word and apply it to Love; your description of him and 199 
his gifts is designed to make him look better and more beautiful than 
anything else-to ignorant listeners, plainly, for of course he wouldn't 
look that way to those who knew. And your praise did seem beautiful 
and respectful. But I didn't even know the method for giving praise; and 
it was in ignorance that I agreed to take part in this. So "the tongue" 
promised, and "the mind" did not.32 Goodbye to that! I'm not giving 
another eulogy using that method, not at all-I wouldn't be able to do b 
it!-but, if you wish, I'd like to tell the truth my way. I want to avoid any 
comparison with your speeches, so as not to give you a reason to laugh 
at me. So look, Phaedrus, would a speech like this satisfy your requirement? 

31. "Gorgian head" is a pun on "Gorgon's head." In his peroration Agathon had spoken
in the style ot Gorgias, and this style was considered to be irresistibly powerful. The
sight of a Gorgon's head would turn a man to stone.

32. The allus10n is to Euripides, Hippolytus 612.
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You will hear the truth about Love, and the words and phrasing will take 
care of themselves." 

Then Aristodemus said that Phaedrus and the others urged him to speak 
in the way he thought was required, whatever it was. 

"Well then, Phaedrus," said Socrates, "allow me to ask Agathon a few 
c little questions, so that, once I have his agreement, I may speak on that 

basis." 
"You have my permission,'' said J>haedrus. "Ask away." 
After that, said Aristodemus, Socrates began: "Indeed, Agathon, my 

friend, I thought you led the way beautifully into your speech when you 
said that one should first show the L]Ualities of Love himself, and only 
then those of his deeds. I must admire that beginning. Come, then, since 

d you have beautifully and magnificently expounded his qualities in other 
ways, tell me this, too, about Love. ls Love such as to be a love of something 
or of nothing? I'm not asking if he is born of some mother or father, (for 
the L]Uestion whether Love is love of mother or of father would really be 
ridiculous), but it's as if I'm asking this about a father-whether a father 
is the father of something or not. You'd tell me, of course, if you wanted 
to give me a good answer, that it's of a son or a daughter that a father is 
the father. Wouldn't you?" 

''Certainly," said Agathon. 
"Then does the same go for the mother?" 

e t le agreed to that also. 
"Well, then," said Socrates, "answer a little more fully, and you will 

understand better what I want. If I should ask, 'What about this: a brother, 
just insofar as he is a brother, is he the brother of something or not?' " 

He said that he was. 
'' And he's of a brother or a sister, isn't he?" 
He agreed. 
"Now try to tell me about love," he said. "Is Love the love of nothing 

or of something? '' 
200 ''Of something, surely!" 

''Then kPep this object of love in mind, and remember what it is.3J But
tell me this much: does Love desire that of which it is the love, or not?" 

''Certainly," he said. 
"At the time he desires and loves something, does he actually have what 

he desires and loves at that time, or doesn't he?" 
"He doesn't. At least, that wouldn' t  be likely," he said. 
"Instead of what's likely,'' said Socrates, ''ask yourself whether it's neces-

b sary that this be so: a thing that desires desires something of which it is 
in need; otherwise, if it were not in need, it would not desire it. I can't 
tell you, Agathon, how strongly it strikes me that this is necessary. But 
how about you?" 

"I think so too." 

33. Cf. 197b. 
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"Good. Now then, would someone who is tall, want to be tall? Or 
someone who is strong want to be strong?" 

"Impossible, on the basis of what we've agreed." 
"Presumably because no one is in need of those things he already has." 
"True." 
"But maybe a strong man could want to be strong," said Socrates, "or 

a fast one fast, or a healthy one healthy: in cases like these, you might c 
think people really do want to be things they already are and do want to 
have qualities they already have-I bring them up so they won't deceive 
us. But in these cases, Agathon, if you stop to think about them, you will 
see that these people are what they are at the present time, whether they 
want to be or not, by a logical necessity. And who, may I ask, would ever 
bother to desire what's necessary in any event? But when someone says 
'I am healthy, but that's just what I want to be,' or 'I am rich, but that's 
just what I want to be,' or 'I desire the very things that I have,' let us say d 

to him: 'You already have riches and health and strength in your posses-
sion, my man, what you want is to possess these things in time to come, 
since in the present, whether you want to or not, you have them. Whenever 
you say, I desire what I already have, ask yourself whether you don't mean 
this: I want the things l have now to be mine in the future as well.' Wouldn't 
he agree?" 

According to Aristodemus, Agathon said that he would. 
So Socrates s<1id, "Then this is what it is to love something which is not 

at hand, which the lover does not have: it is to desire the preservation of 
what he now has in time to come, so that he will have it then." e 

"Quite so," he said. 
"So such a man or anyone else who has a desire desires what is not at 

hand and not present, what he does not have, and what he is not, and 
that of which he is in need; for such are the objects of desire and love." 

"Certainly," he said. 
"Come, then," said Socrates. "Let us review the points on which we've 

agreed. Aren't they, first, that Love is the love of something, and, second, 
that he loves things of which he has a present need?" 201 

"Yes," he said. 
"Now, remember, in addition to these points, what you said in your 

speech about what it is that Love loves. If you like, I'll remind you. I think 
you said something like this: that the gods' quarrels were settled by love 
of beautiful things, for there is no love of ugly ones.31 Didn't you say 
something like that?" 

"I did," said Agathon. 
"And that's a suitable thing to say, my friend," said Socrates. ''But 

if this is so, wouldn't Love have to be a desire for beauty, and never 
for ugliness?" 

He agreed. b 

34. 197b3-5.
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"And we also agreed that he loves just what he needs and does not have." 
"Yes," he said. 
"So Love needs beauty, then, and does not have it." 
"Necessarily," he said. 
"So! If something needs beauty and has got no beauty at all, would you 

still say that it is beautiful?" 
"Certainly not." 
"Then do you still agree that Love is beautiful, if those things are so?" 

c Then Agathon said, "It turns out, Socrates, I didn't know what I was 
talking about in that speech." 

''It was a beautiful speech, anyway, Agathon," said Socrates. "Now take 
it a little further. Don't you think that good things are always beautiful 
as well?" 

"I do." 
"Then if Love needs beautiful things, and if all good things are beautiful, 

he will need good things too." 
"As for me, Socrates," he said, "I am unable to contradict you. Let it be 

as you say." 
"Then it's the truth, my beloved Agathon, that you are unable to contra­

dict," he said. "It is not hard at all to contradict Socrates." 

d Now I'll let you go. I shall try to go through for you the speech about 
Love I once heard from a woman of Mantinea, Diotima-c1 w(1m,1n who 
was wise about many things besides this: once she even put off the plague 
for ten years by telling the Athenians what sacrifices to make. She is the 
one who taught me the art of love, and I shall go through her speech as 
best I can on my own, using what Agathon and I have agreed to as a basis. 

Following your lead, Agathon, one should first describe who Love is 
e and what he is like, and afterwards describe his works-I think it will be 

easiest for me to proceed the way Diotima did and tell you how she 
questioned me. 

You see, I had told her almost the same things Agathon told me just 
now: that Love is a great god and that he belongs to beautiful things.35 

And she used the very same arguments against me that I used against 
Agathon; she showed how, according to my very own speech, Love is 
neither beautiful nor good. 

So I said, "What do you mean, Diotima? ls Love ugly, then, and bad?" 
202 But she said, "Watch your tongue! Do you really think that, if a thing 

is not beautiful, it has to be ugly?" 
"I certainly do." 

35. The Greek is ambiguous between ''Love loves beautiful things" and "Love is one
of the beautiful things." Agathon had asserted the former (197b5, 201a5), and this will
be a premise in Diutirna's argument, but he asserted the latter as well (195a7), and this
1s what D10t1ma proceeds to relute.
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"And if a thing's not wise, it's ignorant? Or haven't you found out yet 
that there's something in between wisdom and ignorance?" 

"What's that?" 
"It's judging things correctly without being able to give a reason. Surely 

you see that this is not the same as knowing-for how could knowledge 
be unreasoning? And it's not ignorance either-for how could what hits 
the truth be ignorance? Correct judgment, of course, has this character: it 
is in between understanding and ignorance." 

"True," said I, "as you say." b 
"Then don't force whatever is not beautiful to be ugly, or whatever is 

not good to be bad. It's the same with Love: when you agree he is neither 
good nor beautiful, you need not think he is ugly and bad; he could be 
something in between," she said. 

"Yet everyone agrees he's a gre,1t god," 1 said. 
"Only those who don't know?" she said. "Is that how you mean 'every­

one'? Or do you include those who do know?" 
"Oh, everyone together." 
And she laughed. "Socrates, how could those who say that he's not a c 

god at all agree that he's a great god?" 
"Who says that?" 1 asked. 
"You, for one," she said, "and I for another." 
"How can you say this!" 1 exclaimed. 
"That's easy," said she. "Tell me, wouldn't you say that all gods are 

beautiful and happy? Surely you'd never say a god is not beautiful or 
happy?" 

"Zeus! Not I," I said. 
"Well, by calling anyone 'happy,' don't you mean they possess good 

and beautiful things?" 
"Certainly." d 
"What about Love? You agreed he needs good and beautiful things, and 

that's why he desires them-because he needs them." 
"I certainly did.'' 
"Then how could he be a god if he has no share in good and beauti-

ful things?" 
"There's no way he could, apparently." 
"Now do you see? You don't believe Love is a god either!" 
"Then, what could Love be?" I asked. "A mortal?" 
"Certainly not." 
"Then, what is he?" 
"He's like what we mentioned before," she said. "He is in between 

mortal and immortal." 
"What do you mean, Diotima?" 
"He's a great spirit, Socrates. Everything spiritual, you see, is in between e 

god and mortal." 
"What is their function?" I asked. 
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"They are messengers who shuttle back and forth between the two, 
conveying prayer and sacrifice from men to gods, while to men they bring 
commands from the gods and gifts in return for sacrifices. Being in the 
middle of the two, they round out the whole and bind fast the all to all. 

203 Through them ,111 divination passes, through them the art of priests in 
sacrifice and ritual, in enchantment, prophecy, and sorcery. Gods do not 
mix with men; they mingle and converse with us through spirits instead, 
whether we are awake or asleep. He who is wise in any of these ways is 
a man of the spirit, but he who is wise in any other way, in a profession 
or any manual work, is merely a mechanic. These spirits are many and 
various, then, and one of them is Love." 

b "Who are his father and mother?" I asked. 
"That's rather a long story," she said. "I'll tell it to you, all the same." 
"When Aphrodite was born, the gods held a celebration. Poros, the son 

of Metis, was there among them. 10 When they had feasted, Penia came 
begging, as poverty does when there's a party, and stayed by the gates. 
Now Poros got drunk on nectar (there was no wine yet, you see) and, 
feeling drowsy, went into the garden of Zeus, where he fell asleep. Then 

c Penia schemed up a plan to relieve her lack of resources: she would get 
a child from Poros. So she lay beside him and got pregnant with Love. 
That is why Love was born to follow Aphrodite and serve her: because 
he was conceived on the day of her birth. And that's why he is also by 
nature a lover of beauty, because Aphrodite heri,elf is especially beautiful. 

"As the son of Poros and Penia, his lot in life is set to be like theirs. In 
the first place, he is always poor, and he's far from being delicate and 

d beautiful (as ordinary people think he is); instead, he is tough and shriveled 
and shoeless and homeless, always lying on the dirt without a bed, sleeping 
at people's doorsteps and in roadsides under the sky, having his mother's 
nature, always living with Need. But on his father's side he is a schemer 
after the beautiful and the good; he is brave, impetuous, and intense, an 
awesome hunter, always weaving snares, resourceful in his pursuit of 
intelligence, c1 lover of wisdom 17 through all his life, a genius with enchant­
ments, potions, and clever pleadings. 

e "He is by nature neither immortal nor mortal. But now he springs to 
life when he gets his way; now he dies-all in the very same day. Because 
he is his father's son, however, he keeps coming back to life, but then 
anything he finds his way to always slips away, and for this reason Love 
is never completely without resources, nor is he ever rich. 

204 "He is in between wisdom and ignorance as well. In fact, you see, none 
of the gods loves wisdom or wants to become wise-for they are wise­
and no one else who is wise already loves wisdom; on the other hand, no 

36. Poros means "way," "resource." His mother's name, Metzs, means "cunning." Penia

means "poverty."
37. 1.e, a philosopher.
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one who is ignorant will love wisdom either or want to become wise. For 
what's especially difficult about being ignorant is that you are content with 
yourself, even though you're neither beautiful and good nor intelligent. If 
you don't think you need anything, of course you won't want what you 
don't think you need." 

. 

"In that case, Diotima, who are the people who love wisdom, if they are b 
neither wise nor ignorant?'' 

"That's obvious," she said. "A child could tell you. Those who love 
wisdom fall in between those two extremes. And Love is one of them, 
because he is in love with what is beautiful, and wisdom is extremely 
beautiful. It follows that Love must be a lover of wisdom and, as such, is 
in between being wise and being ignorant. This, too, comes to him from 
his parentage, from a father who is wise and resourceful and a mother 
who is not wise and lacks resource. 

"My dear Socrates, that, then, is the nature of the Spirit called Love. c 
Considering what you thought about Love, it's no surprise that you were 
led into thinking of Love as you did. On the basis of what you say, I 
conclude that you thought Love was being loved, rather than being a lover. 
I think that's why Love struck you as beautiful in every way: because it 
is what is really beautiful and graceful that deserves to be loved, and this 
is perfect and highly blessed; but being a lover takes a different form, 
which I have just described." 

So I said," All right then, my friend. What you say about Love is beautiful, 
but if you're right, what use is Love to human beings?" d 

''I'll try to teach you that, Socrates, after I finish this. So far I've been 
explaining the character and the parentage of Love. Now, according to 
you, he is love for beautiful things. But suppose someone asks us, 'Socrates 
and Diotima, what is the point of loving beautiful things?' 

"It's clearer this way: 'The lover of beautiful things has a desire; what 
does he desire?'" 

"That they become his own," I said. 
"But that answer calls for still another question, that is, 'What will this 

man have, when the beautiful things he wants have become his own?'" 
I said there was no way I could give a ready answer to that question. e 
Then she said, "Suppose someone changes the question, putting 'good' 

in place of 'beautiful,' and asks you this: 'Tell me, Socrates, a lover of good 
things has a desire; what does he desire?'" 

"That they become his own, " I said. 
"And what will he have, when the good things he wants have become 

his own?" 
"This time it's easier to come up with the answer," I said. "He'll have hap- 205 

piness."38 

38. Eudazmonza: no English word catches the full range of this term, which is used for
the whole of well-being and the good, flourishing life.
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"That's what makes happy people happy, isn't it-possessing good 
things. There's no need to ask further, 'What's the point of wanting happi­
ness?' The answer you gave seems to be final." 

"True," I said. 
"Now this desire for happiness, this kind of love-do you think it is 

common to all human beings and that everyone wants to have good things 
forever and ever? What would you say?" 

"Just that," I said. "It is common to all." 
b "Then, Socrates, why don't we say that everyone is in love," she asked, 

"since everyone always loves the same things? Instead, we say some people 
are in love and others not; why is that?" 

"I wonder about that myself," I said. 
"It's nothing to wonder about," she said. "It's because we divide out a 

special kind of love, and we refer to it by the word that means the whole­
'love'; and for the other kinds of love we use other words." 

"What do you mean?" I asked. 
"Well, you know, for example, that 'poetry' has a very wide range.39 

After all, everything that is responsible for creating something out of 
c nothing is a kind of poetry; and so all the creations of every craft and 

profession are themselves a kind of poetry, and everyone who practices 
a craft is a poet." 

"True." 
"Nevertheless," she said, "as you also know, these craftsmen are not 

called poets. We have other words for them, and out of the whole of poetry 
we have marked off one part, the part the Muses give us with melody 
and rhythm, and we refer to this by the word that means the whole. For 
this alone is called 'poetry,' and those who practice this part of poetry are 
called poets." 

d "True." 
'.'That's also how it is with love. The main pomt is this: every desire for 

good things or for happiness is 'the supreme and treacherous love' in 
everyone. But those who pursue this along any of its many other ways­
through making money, or through the love of sports, or throui;h philoso­
phy-we don't say that tlzcsc people are in love, and we don't call them 
lovers. It's only when people are devoted exclusively to one special kind 
of love that we use these words that really belong to the whole of it: 'love' 
and 'in love' and 'lovers.' " 

"I am beginning to see your point," I said. 
e "Now there is a certain story," she said, "according to which lowrs are 

those people who seek their other halves. But according to my story, a 
lover does not seek the half or the whole, unless, my friend, it turns out 
to be good as well. I say this because people are even willing to cut off 

39. ''Poetry" tran,late, poiesis, lit. 'making', which can be used for ,my kind of production
or creation. However, the word poiett·s, lit. 'maker', was used mainly for poets-writers
of metrical verses that were actually set to music.
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their own arms and legs if they think they are diseased. I don't think an 
individual takes joy in what belongs to him personally unless by 'belonging 
to me' he means 'good' and by 'belonging to another' he means 'bad.' 
That's because what everyone loves is really nothing other than the good. 206 
Do you disagree?" 

"Zeus! Not I," I said. 
"Now, then," she said. "Can we simply say that people love the good?" 
"Yes," I said. 
"But shouldn't we add that, in loving it, they want the good to be theirs?" 
"We should." 
"And not only that," she said. "They want the good to be theirs forever, 

don't they?" 
"We should add that too." 
"In a word, then, love is wanting to possess the good forever." 
"That's very true," I said. b 
"This, then, is theobjectof love,"ll1 shesaid. "Now,how do lovers pursue it? 

We'd rightly say that when they are in love they do something with eagerness 
and zeal. But what is it precisely that they do? Can you say?" 

"If I could," I said, "I wouldn't be your student, filled with admiration 
for your wisdom, and trying to learn these very things." 

"Well, I'll tell you," she said. "It is giving birth in beauty/ whether in 
body or in soul." 

"It would take divination to figure out what you mean. I can't." c 
"Well, I'll tell you more clearly," she said. "All of us are pregnant, 

Socrates, both in body and in soul, and, as soon as we come to a certain 
age, we naturally desire to give birth. Now no one can possibly give birth 
in anything ugly; only in something beautiful. That's because when a man 
and a woman come together in order to give birth, this is a godly affair. 
Pregnancy, reproduction-this is an immortal thing for a mortal animal 
to do, and it cannot occur in anything that is out of harmony, but ugliness d 
is out of harmony with all that is godly. Beauty, however, is in harmony 
with the divine. Therefore the goddess who presides at childbirth-she's 
called Moira or Eilithuia-is really Beauty!2 That's why, whenever preg-
nant animals or persons draw near to beauty, they become gentle and 
joyfully disposed and give birth and reproduce; but near ugliness they are 
foulfaced and draw back in pain; they turn away and shrink back and do 
not reproduce, and because they hold on to what they carry inside them, 

40. Accepting the emendation toutou in bl.
41. The preposition is ambiguous between "within" and "in the presence of." Diotima
may mean that the lover causes the newborn (which may be an idea) to come to be
within a beautiful person; or she may mean that he is stimulated to give birth to it in
the presence of a beautiful person.
42. Moira is known mainly as a Fate, but she was also a birth goddess (Iliad xxiv.209),
and was identified with the birth-goddess Eilithu1a (Pindar, Olympian Odes vi.42, Nemean

Odes VIi.1).
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the labor is painful. This is the source of the great excitement about beauty 
e that comes to anyone who is pregnant and already teeming with life: 

beauty releases them from their great pain. You see, Socrates," she said, 
"what Love wants is not beauty, as you think it is." 

"Well, what is it, then?" 
"Reproduction and birth in beauty." 
"Maybe," I said. 
"Certainly," she said. "Now, why reproduction? It's because reproduc-

207 tion goes on forever; it is what mortals have in place of immortality. A 
lover must desire immortality along with the good, if what we agreed 
earlier was right, that Love wants to possess the good forever. It follows 
from our argument that Love must desire immortality." 

All this she taught me, on those occasions when she spoke on the art 
of love. And once she asked, "What do you think causes love and desire, 
Socrates? Don't you see what an awful state a wild animal is in when it 

b wants to reproduce? Footed and winged animals alike, all are plagued by 
the disease of Love. First they are sick for intercourse with each other, 
then for nurturing their young-for their sake the weakest animals stand 
ready to do battle against the strongest and even to die for them, and they 
may be racked with famine in order to feed their young. They would do 
anything for their sake. Human beings, you'd think, would do this because 

c they unden,tand the reason for it; but what causes wild animals to be in 
such a state of love? Can you say?" 

And I said again that I didn't know. 
So she said, "How do you think you'll ever master the art of love, if 

you don't know that?'' 
"But that's why 1 came to you, Diotima, as I just said. 1 knew 1 needed 

a teacher. So tell me what causes this, and everything else that belongs to 
the art of love.'' 

"If you really believe that Love by its nature aims at what we have often 
d agreed it does, then don't be surprised at the answer," she said. "For 

among animals the principle is the same as with us, and mortal nature 
seeks so far as possible to live forever and be immortal. And this is possible 
in one way only: by reproduction, because it always leaves behind a new 
young one in place of the old. Even while each living thing is said to be 
alive and to be the same-as a person is said to be the same from childhood 
till he turns into an old man-even then he never consists of the same 
things, though he is called the same, but he is always being renewed and 

e in other respects passing away, in his hair and flesh and bones and blood 
and his entire body. And it's not just in his body, but in his soul, too, for 
none of his manners, customs, opinions, desires, pleasures, pains, or fears 
ever remains the same, but some are coming to be in him while others 
are passing away. And what is still far stranger than that is that not only 

208 does one branch of knowledge come to be in us while another passes away 
and that we are never the same even in respect of our knowledge, but 
that each single piece of knowledge has the same fate. For what we call 
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studying exists because knowledge is leaving us, because forgetting is the 
departure of knowledge, while studying puts back a fresh memory in place 
of what went away, thereby preserving a piece of knowledge, so that it 
seems to be the same. And in that way everything mortal is preserved, 
not, like the divine, by always being the same in every way, but because b 

what is departing and aging leaves behind something new, something 
such as it had been. By this device, Socrates," she said, "what is mortal 
shares in immortality, whether it is a body or anything else, while the 
immortal has another way. So don't be surprised if everything naturally 
values its own offspring, because it is for the sake of immortality that 
everything shows this zeal, which is Love." 

Yet when I heard her speech I was amazed, and spoke: "Well," said I, c 
"Most wise Diotima, is this really the way it is?" 

And in the manner of a perfect sophist she said, "Be sure of it, Socrates. 
Look, if you will, at how human beings seek honor. You'd be amazed at 
their irrationality, if you didn't have in mind what I spoke about and if 
you hadn't pondered the awful state of love they're in, wanting to become 
famous and 'to lay up glory immortal forever,' and how they' re ready to 
brave any danger for the sake of this, much more than they are for their 
children; and they are prepared to spend money, suffer through all sorts 
of ordeals, and even die for the sake of glory. Do you really think that d 
Alcestis would have died for Admetus," she asked, "or that Achilles would 
have died after Patrodus, or that your Codrus would have died so as to 
preserve the throne for his sons/3 if they hadn't expected the memory of 
their virtue-which we still hold in honor-to be immortal? Far from it," 
she said. "I believe that anyone will do anything for the sake of immortal 
virtue and the glorious fame that follows; and the better the people, the e 
more they will do, for they are all in love with immortality. 

"Now, some people are pregnant in body, and for this reason turn more 
to women and pursue love in that way, providing themselves through 
childbirth with immortality and remembrance and happiness, as they think, 
for all time to come; while others are pregnant in soul-because there 209 

surely are those who are even more pregnant in their souls than in their 
bodies, and these are pregnant with what is fitting for a soul to bear and 
bring to birth. And what is fitting? Wisdom and the rest of virtue, which 
all poets beget, as well as all the craftsmen who are said to be creative. 
But by far the greatest and most beautiful part of wisdom deals with the 
proper ordering of cities and households, and that is called moderation 
and justice. When someone has been pregnant with these in his soul from b 

early youth, while he is still a virgin, and, having arrived at the proper 
age, desires to beget and give birth, he too will certainly go about seeking 
the beauty in which he would beget; for he will never beget in anything 

43. Codrus was the legendary last king of Athens. He gave his life to satisfy a prophecy
that promised victory to Athens and salvation from the invading Dorians if their king
was killed by the enemy.
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ugly. Since he is pregnant, then, he is much more drawn to bodies that 
are beautiful than to those that are ugly; and if he also has the luck to find 
a soul that is beautiful and noble and well-formed, he is even more drawn 

c to this combination; such a man makes him instantly teem with ideas and 
arguments about virtue-the qualities a virtuous man should have and 
the customary activities in which he should engage; and so he tries to 
educate him. In my view, you see, when he makes cont,1ct with someone 
beautiful and keeps company with him, he conceives and gives birth to 
what he has been carrying inside him for ages. And whether they are 
together or apart, he remembers that beauty. And in common with him 
he nurtures the newborn; such people, therefore, have much more to 
share than do the parents of human children, and have a firmer bond of 
friendship, because the children in whom they have a share are more 

d beautiful and more immortal. Everyone would rather have such children 
than human ones, and would look up to Homer, Hesiod, and the other 
good poets with envy and admiration for the offspring they have left 
behind-offspring, which, because they are immortal themselves, provide 
their parents with immortal glory and remembrance. "For example," she 
said, "those are the sort of children Lycurgus44 left behind in Sparta as the 
saviors of Sparta and virtually all of Greece. Among you the honor goes 

e to Solon for his creation of your laws. Other men in other places everywhere 
Greek or barbarian, have brought a host of beautiful deeds into the light 
and begotten every kind of virtue. Already many shrines have sprung up 
to honor them for their immortal children, which hasn't h,1ppened yet to 
anyone for human offspring. 

210 "Even you, Socrates, could probably come to be initiated into these rites 
of love. But as for the purpose of these rites when they are done correctly­
that is the final and highest mystery, and I don't know if you are capable 
of it. I myself will tell you," she said, "and I won't stint any effort. And 
you must try to follow if you can." 

"A lover who goes about this matter correctly must begin in his youth 
to devote himself to beautiful bodies. First, if the leader1' leads aright, he 
should love one body and beget beautiful ideas there; then he should 

b realize that the beauty of any one body is brother to the beauty of any 
other and that if he is to pursue beauty of form he'd be very foolish not 
to think that the beauty of all bodies is one and the same. When he grasps 
thb, he mw,t become a lover of all beautiful bodies, ,md he must think 
that this wild gaping after just one body is a small thing and despise it. 

"After this he must think that the beauty of people's souls is more 
valuable than the beauty of their bodies, so thclt if sonwone is decent in 

c his soul, even though he is scarcely blooming in his body, our lover must 
be content to love and care for him and to seek to give birth to such ideas 

44. Lycurgus was supposed to have been the founder of the oligarchic laws and stern
customs of Sparta.

45. The leader: Love.
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as will make young men better. The result is that our lover will be forced 
to gaze at the beauty of activities and laws and to see that all this is akin 
to itself, with the result that he will think that the beauty of bodies is a 
thing of no importance. After customs he must move on to various kinds 
of knowledge. The result is that he will see the beauty of knowledge and 
be looking mainly not at beauty in a single example-as a servant would 
who favored the beauty of a little boy or a man or a single custom (being 
a slave, of course, he's low and small-minded)-but the lover is turned to 
the great sea of beauty, and, gazing upon this, he gives birth to many 
gloriously beautiful ideas and theories, in unstinting love of wisdom,46 

until, having grown and been strengthened there, he catches sight of such 
knowledge, and it is the knowledge of such beauty ... 

"Try to pay attention to me," she said, "as best you can. You see, the 
man who has been thus far guided in matters of Love, who has beheld 
beautiful things in the right order and correctly, is coming now to the goal 
of Loving: all of a sudden he will catch sight of something wonderfully 
beautiful in its nature; that, Socrates, is the reason for all his earlier labors: 

"First, it always is and neither comes to be nor passes away, neither 
waxes nor wanes. Second, it is not beautiful this way and ugly that way, 
nor beautiful at one time and ugly at another, nor beautiful in relation to 
one thing and ugly in relation to another; nor is it beautiful here but ugly 
there, as it would be if it were beautiful for some people and ugly for 
others. Nor will the beautiful appear to him in the guise of a face or hands 
or anything else that belongs to the body. It will not appear to him as one 
idea or one kind of knowledge. It is not anywhere in another thing, as in 
an animal, or in earth, or in heaven, or in anything else, but itself by itself 
with itself, it is always one in form; and all the other beautiful things share 
in that, in such a way that when those others come to be or pass away, 
this does not become the least bit smaller or greater nor suffer any change. 
So when someone rises by these stages, through loving boys correctly, and 
begins to see this beauty, he has almost grasped his goal. This is what it 
is to go aright, or be led by another, into the mystery of Love: one goes 
always upwards for the sake of this Beauty, starting out from beautiful 
things and using them like rising stairs: from one body to two and from 
two to all beautiful bodies, then from beautiful bodies to beautiful customs, 
and from customs to learning beautiful things, and from these lessons he 
arrives47 in the end at this lesson, which is learning of this very Beauty, 
so that in the end he comes to know just what it is to be beautiful. 

"And there in life, Socrates, my friend,'' said the woman from Mantinea, 
"there if anywhere should a person live his life, beholding that Beauty. If 
you once see that, it won't occur to you to measure beauty by gold or 
clothing or beautiful boys and youths-who, if you see them now, strike 

46. I.e., philosophy.

47. Reading teleutese/ at c7.
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you out of your senses, and make you, you and many others, eager to be 
with the boys you love and look at them forever, if there were any way 
to do that, forgetting food and drink, everything but looking at them and 

e being with them. But how would it be, in our view," she said, "if someone 
got to see the Beautiful itself, absolute, pure, unmixed, not polluted by 
human flesh or colors or any other great nonsense of mortality, but if he 

212 could see the divine Beauty itself in its one form? Do you think it would 
be a poor life for a human being to look there and tn behold it by that 
which he ought, and to be with it? Or haven't you remembered," she said, 
"that in that life alone, when he looks at Beauty in the only way that 
Beauty can be seen-only then will it become possible for him to give 
birth not to images of virtue (because he's in touch with no images), but 
to true virtue (because he is in touch with the true Beauty). The love of the 
gods belongs to anyone who has given birth to true virtue and nourished it, 

b and if any human being could become immortal, it would be he." 
This, Phaedrus and the rest of you, was what Diotima told me. I was 

persuaded. And once persuaded, I try to persuade others too that human 
nature can find no better workmate for acquiring this than Love. That's 
why I say that every man must honor Love, why I honor the rites of Love 
myself and practice them with special diligence, and why I commend them 
to others. Now and always I praise the power and courage of Love so far 

c as I am able. Consider this speech, then, Phaedrus, if you wish, a speech 
in praise of Love. Or if not, call it whatever and however you please to 
call it. 

Socrates' speech finished to loud applause. Meanwhile, Aristophanes 
was trying to make himself heard over their cheers in order to make a 
response to something Socrates had said about his own speech ... � Then, all 
of a sudden, there was even more noise. A large drunken party had arrived 
at the courtyard door and they were rattling it loudly, accompanied by 
the shrieks of some flute-girl they had brought c1long. Agathon at that 
point called to his slaves: 

d "Go see who it is. If it's people we know, invite them in. If not, tell them 
the party's over, and we're about to turn in." 

A moment later they heard Alcibiades shouting in the courtyard, very 
drunk and very loud. He wanted to know where Agathon was, he de­
manded to see Agathon at once. Actually, he was half-carried into the 

e house by the flute-girl and by some other companions of his, but, at the 
door, he managed to stand by himself, crowned with a beautiful wreath 
of violets and ivy and ribbons in his hair. 

"Good evening, gentlemen. I'm plastered," he announced. "May I join 
your party? Or should I crown Agathon with this wreath-which is all I 
came to do, anyway-and make myself scarce? I really couldn't make it 
yesterday," he continued, "but nothing could stop me tonight! See, I'm 

48. CL 205d-e. 
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wearing the garland myself. I want this crown to come directly from my 
head to the head that belongs, I don't mind saying, to the cleverest and 
best looking man in town. Ah, you laugh; you think I'm drunk! Fine, go 213 
ahead-I know I'm right anyway. Well, what do you say? May I join you 
on these terms? Will you have a drink with me or not?" 

Naturally they all made a big fuss. They implored him to join them, 
they begged him to take a seat, and Agathon called him to his side. So 
Alcibiades, again with the help of his friends, approached Agathon. At 
the same time, he kept trying to take his ribbons off so that he could crown 
Agathon with them, but all he succeeded in doing was to push them 
further down his head until they finally slipped over his eyes. What with 
the ivy and all, he didn't see Socrates, who had made room for him on 
the couch as soon as he saw him. So Alcibiades sat down between Socrates b 
and Agathon and, as soon as he did so, he put his arms around Agathon, 
kissed him, and placed the ribbons on his head. 

Agathon asked his slaves to take Alcibiades' sandals off. "We can all 
three fit on my couch," he said. 

"What a good idea!" Alcibiades replied. "But wait a moment! Who's 
the third?" 

As he said this, he turned around, and it was only then that he saw 
Socrates. No sooner had he seen him than he leaped up and cried: 

"Good lord, what's going on here? It's Socrates! You've trapped me c 
again! You alway� do this to me-all of a sudden you'll turn up out of 
nowhere where I least expect you! Well, what do you want now? Why 
did you choose this particular couch? Why aren't you with Aristophanes 
or anyone else we could tease you about? But no, you figured out a way 
to find a place next to the most handsome man in the room!" 

"I beg you, Agathon," Socrates said, "protect me from this man! You d 
can't imagine what it's like to be in love with him: from the very first 
moment he realized how I felt about him, he hasn't allowed me to say 
two words to anybody else-what am I saying, I can't so much as look 
at an attractive man but he flies into a fit of jealous rage. He yells; he 
threatens; he can hardly keep from slapping me around! Please, try to 
keep him under control. Could you perhaps make him forgive me? And 
if you can't, if he gets violent, will you defend me? The fierceness of his 
passion terrifies me!" 

"I shall never forgive you!" Alcibiades cried. "I promise you, you'll pay e 
for this! But for the moment," he said, turning to Agathon, "giv_e me some 
of these ribbons. I'd better make a wreath for him as well-look at that 
magnificent head! Otherwise, I know, he'll make a scene. He'll be grum-
bling that, though I crowned you for your first victory, I didn't honor him 
even though he has never lost an argument in his life." 

So Alcibiades took the ribbons, arranged them on Socrates' head, and 
lay back on the couch. Immediately, however, he started up again: 

"Friends, you look sober to me; we can't have that! Let's have a drink! 
Remember our agreement? We need a master of ceremonies; who should 
it be? ... Well, at least till you are all too drunk to care, I elect ... myself! 
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Who else? Agathon, I want the largest cup around ... No! Wait! You! 
214 Bring me that cooling jar over there!'' 

He'd seen the cooling jar, and he realized it could hold more than two 
quarts of wine. He had the slaves fill it to the brim, drained it, and ordered 
them to fill it up again for Socrates. 

"Not that the trick will have any effect on hi111," he told the group. 
"Socrates will drink whatever you put in front of him, but no one yet has 
seen him drunk.'' 

The slave filled the jar and, while Socrates was drinking, Eryximachus 
said to Alcibiades: 

b "This is certainly most improper. We cannot simply pour the wine down 
our throats in silence: we must have some conversation, or at least a song. 
What we are doing now is hardly civilized." 

What Alcibiades said to him was this: 
"O Eryximachus, best possible son to the best possible, the most temper­

ate father: Hi!" 
"Greetings to you, too," Eryximachus replied. "Now what do you sug­

gest we do?" 
"Whatever you say. Ours to obey you, 'For a medical mind is worth a 

million others'.44 Please prescribe what you think fit." 
c "Listen to me," Eryximachus said. "Earlier this evening we decided to 

use this occasion to offer a series of encomia of Love. We all took our 
turn-in good order, trom Jett to right-and gave our speeches, each 
according to his ability. You are the only one not to have spoken yet, 
though, if I may say so, you have certainly drunk your share. It's only 
proper, therefore, that you take your turn now. After you have spoken, 
you can decide on a topic for Socrates on your right; he can then do the 
same for the man to his right, and we can go ,,round the tc1ble once c1gain." 

"Well said, 0 Eryximachus," Alcibiades replied. "But do you really think 
it's fair to put my drunken ramblings next to your sober orations? And 

d anyway, my dear fellow, I hope you didn't believe a single word Socrates 
said: the truth is just the opposite! He's the one who will most surely beat 
me up if I d,1re praise anyone else in his presence-even a god!" 

"Hold your tongue!" Socrates said. 
"By god, don't you dare deny it!" Alcibiades shouted. "I would never­

never-praise anyone else with you around." 
e "Well, why not just do that, if you want?" Eryximachus suggested. "Why 

don't you offer an encomium to Socrates?" 
''Wh,1t do you mean?" asked Alcibiades. "Do you really think so, Eryxi­

machus? Should I unleash myself upon him? Should I give him his punish­
ment in front of all of you?" 

"Now, wait a minute," Socrates said. "What do you have in mind? Are 
you going to praise me only in order to mock me? ls that it?" 

"I'll only tell the truth-please, let me!" 

49. lliad xi.514.



Symposium 497 

"I would certainly like to hear the truth from you. By all means, go 
ahead," Socrates replied. 

"Nothing can stop me now," said Alcibiades. "But here's what you can 
do: if I say anything that's not true, you can just interrupt, if you want, 
and correct me; at worst, there'll be mistakes in my speech, not lies. But 215 
you can't hold it against me if I don't get everything in the right order-
I'll say things as they come to mind. It is no easy task for one in my 
condition to give a smooth and orderly account of your bizarreness!" 

I'll try to praise Socrates, my friends, but I'll have to use an image. And 
though he may think I'm trying to make fun of him, I assure you my 
image is no joke: it aims at the truth. Look at him! Isn't he just like a statue b 
of Silenus? You know the kind of statue I mean; you'll find them in any 
shop in town. It's a Silenus sitting, his flute5n or his pipes in his hands, 
and it's hollow. It's split right down the middle, ,md inside it's full of tiny 
statues of the gods. Now look at him again! Isn't he also just like the 
satyr Marsyas?'1 

Nobody, not even you, Socrates, can deny that you look like them. But 
the resemblance goes beyond appearance, as you' re about to hear. 

You are impudent, contemptuous, and vile! No? If you won't admit it, 
I'll bring witnesses. And you're quite a fluteplayer, aren't you? In fact, 
you're much more marvelous than Marsyas, who needed instruments to c 
cast his spells on people. And so does anyone who plays his tunes today-
for even the tunes Olympus'2 played are Marsyas' work, since Olympus 
learned everything from him. Whether they are played by the greatest 
flautist or the meanest flute-girl, his melodies have in themselves the power 
to possess and so reveal those people who are ready for the god and his 
mysteries. That's because his melodies are themselves divine. The only 
difference between you and Marsyas is that you need no instruments; you 
do exactly what he does, but with words alone. You know, people hardly d 
ever take a speaker seriously, even if he's the greatest orator; but let 
anyone-man, woman, or child-listen to you or even to a poor account 
of what you say-and we are all transported, completely possessed. 

If I were to describe for you what an extraordinary effect his words 
have always had on me (I can feel it this moment even as I'm speaking), e 
you might actually suspect that I'm drunk! Still, I swear to you, the moment 

50. This is the conventional translation of the word, but the aulos was in fact a reed
instrument and not a flute. It was held by the ancients to be the instruml'nt that most
strongly arouses the emotions.
51. Satyrs had the sexual appetites and manners of wild beasts and were usually por­
trayed with large erections. Sometimes they had horses' tails or ears, sometimes the
traits of goats. Marsyas, in myth, dared to compete in music with Apollo and was
skinned alive for his impudence.
52. Olympus was a legendary musician who was said to be loved by Marsyas (Minos

318b5) and to have made music that moved its listeners out of their senses.
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he starts to speak, I am beside myself: my heart starts leaping in my chest, 
the tears come streaming down my face, even the frenzied Corybantes53 

seem sane compared to me-and, let me tell you, I am not alone. I have 
heard Pericles and many other great orators, and I have admired their 
speeches. But nothing like this ever happened to me: they never upset me 
so deeply that my very own soul started protesting that my life-my life!­
was no better than the most miserable slave's. And yet that is exactly how 

216 this Marsyas here at my side makes me feel all the time: he makes it seem 
that my life isn't worth living! You can't say that isn't true, Socrates. I 
know very well that you could make me feel that way this very moment 
if I gave you half a ch,mcc. He always traps me, you see, and he makes 
me admit that my political career is a waste of time, while all that matters 
is just what I most neglect: my personal shortcomings, which cry out for 
the closest attention. So I refuse to listen to him; I stop my ears and tear 

b myself away from him, for, like the Sirens, he could make me stay by his 
side till I die. 

Socrates is the only man in the world who has made me feel shame­
ah, you didn't think I had it in me, did you? Yes, he makes me feel ashamed: 
I know perfectly well that I can't prove he's wrong when he tells me what 
I should do; yet, the moment I leave his side, I go back to my old ways: 
I cave in to my desire to please the crowd. My whole life has become one 
constant effort to escape from him and keep away, but when 1 see him, I 

c feel deeply ashamed, because I'm Jomg nothing about my way of life, 
though I have already agreed with him that I should. Sometimes, believe 
me, I think I would be happier if he were dead. And yet I know that if 
he dies I'll be even more miserable. I can't live with him, and I can't live 
without him! What ca11 I do about him? 

That's the effect of this �atyr's music-on me and many others. But 
that's the least of it. He's like these creatures in all sorts of other ways; 
his powers are really extraordinary. Let me tell you about them, because, 

d you can be sure of it, none of you really understands him. But, now I've 
started, I'm going to show you what he really is. 

To begin with, he's crazy about beautiful boys; he constantly follows 
them around in a perpetual daze. Also, he likes to say he's ignorant and 
knows nothing. Isn't this just like Silenus? Of course it is! And all this is 
just on the surface, like the outsides of those statues of Silenus. I wonder, 
my fellow drinkers, if you have any idea what a sober and temperate man 
he proves to be once you have looked inside. Believe me, it couldn't matter 
!es� to him whether a boy is beautiful. You can't imagine how little he

e cares whether a person is beautiful, or rich, or famous in any other way 
that most people admire. He considers all these possessions beneath con­
tempt, and that's exactly how he considers all of us as well. In public, I 
tell you, his whole life is one big game-a game of irony. I don't know if 

53. Legendary worshippers of Cybele, who brought about their own derangement
through music and dance.
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any of you have seen him when he's really serious. But I once caught him 
when he was open like Silenus' statues, and I had a glimpse of the figures 
he keeps hidden within: they were so godlike-so bright and beautiful, 217 

so utterly amazing-that 1 no longer had a choice-I just had to do what-
ever he told me. 

What I thought ,1t the time was that what he really wanted was me, and 
that seemed to me the luckiest coincidence: all I had to do was to let him 
have his way with me, and he would teach me everything he knew­
believe me, I had a lot of confidence in my looks. Naturally, up to that 
time we'd never been alone together; one of my attendants had always 
been present. But with this in mind, I sent the attendant away, and met b 

Socrates alone. (You see, in this company I must tell the whole truth: so 
pay attention. And, Socrates, if I say anything untrue, I want you to 
correct me.) 

So there I was, my friends, alone with him at last. My idea, naturally, 
was that he'd take advantage of the opportunity to tell me whatever it is 
that lovers say when they find themselves alone; 1 relished the moment. 
But no such luck! Nothing of the sort occurred. Socrates had his usual sort 
of conversation with me, and at the end of the day he went off. c 

My next idea was to invite him to the gymnasium with me. We took 
exercise together, and I was sure that this would lead to something. He 
took exercise and wrestled with me many times when no one else was 
present. What can I tell you? I got nowhere. When I realized that my ploy 
had failed, I decided on a frontal attack. I refused to retreat from a battle 
I myself had begun, and I needed to know just where matters stood. So 
what I did was to invite him to dinner, as if I were his lover and he my 
young prey! To tell the truth, it took him quite a while to accept my d 
invitation, but one day he finally arrived. That first time he left right after 
dinner: I was too shy to try to stop him. But on my next attempt, I started 
some discussion just as we were finishing our meal and kept him talking 
late into the night. When he said he should be going, I used the lateness 
of the hour as an excuse and managed to persuade him to spend the ni�ht 
at my house. He had had his meal on the couch next to mine, so he just 
made himself comfortable and lay down on it. No one else was there. e 

Now you must admit that my story so far has been perfectly decent; I 
could have told it in any company. But you'd never have heard me tell 
the rest of it, as you're about to do, if it weren't that, as the saying goes, 
'there's truth in wine when the slaves have left'--and when they're present, 
too. Also, would it be fair to Socrates for me to praise him and yet to fail 
to reveal one of his proudest accomplishments? And, furthermore, you 
know what people say about snakebite-that you'll only talk about it with 
your fellow victims: only they will understand the pain and forgive you 218 

for all the things it made you do. Well, something much more painful 
than a snake has bitten me in my most sensitive part-I mean my heart, 
or my soul, or whatever you want to call it, which has been struck and 
bitten by philosophy, whose grip on young and eager souls is much more 
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vicious than a viper's and makes them do the most amazing things. Now, 
b all you people here, Phc1edrus, Agathon, Eryximachus, Pausanias, Aristode­

mus, Aristoph,rnes-1 need not mention Socrates himself-and all the rest, 
have all shared in the madness, the Bacchic frenzy of philosophy. And 
that's why you will hear the rest of my story; you will understand and 
forgive both what 1 did then and what I say now. As for the house slaves 
and for anyone else who is not ,m initiate, my story's not for you: block 
your ears! 

c To get back to the story. The lights were out; the slaves had left; the 
time was right, I thought, to come to the point and tell him freely what I 
had in mind. So I shook him and whispered: 

"Socrates, are you asleep?'' 
"No, no, not at all," he replied. 
"You know what I've been thinking?'' 
"Well, no, not really." 
"I think,'' I said, "you're the only worthy lover I have ever had-and 

yet, look how shy you MP with me! Well, here's how I look at it. It would 
d be really stupid not to give you anything you want: you can have me, my 

belongings, anything my friends might h,we. Nothing is more important 
to me than becoming the best man I can be, and no one can help me more 
than you to reach that aim. With a man like you, in fact, I'd be much more 
ashamed of what wise people would say if 1 did 1wt take you as my lover, 
than 1 would of what all the others, in their h>olbhne,,s, would say if I did.'' 

He heard me out, and then he said in that absolutely inimitable ironic 
manner of his: 

e "Dear Alcibiades, if you are right in what you say about me, you are 
already more accomplished than you think. If I really have in me the 
power to make you a better man, then you can see in me a beauty that is 
really beyond description and makes your own remarkable good looks 
pale in comparison. But, then, is this a fair exchange that you propose? 
You seem to me to want more than your proper share: you offer me the 
merest appearance of beauty, and in return you want the thing itself, 'gold 

219 in exchange for bronze.''4 

"Still, my dear boy, you should think twice, because you could be wrong, 
and 1 may be of no use to you. The mind's sight becomes sharp only when 
the body's eyes go past their prime-and you are still a good long time 
away from that." 

When I heard this I replied: 
"I really h,1ve nothing more to say. I've told you exactly what I think. 

Now it's your turn to consider what you think best for you and me." 
b "You're right about that," he answered. "In the future, let's consider 

things together. We'll always do what seems the best to the two of us." 

54. Iliad vi.232-36 tells the famous story of the exchange by Glaucus of golden armor
for bronze.



Symposium 501 

His words made me think that my own had finally hit their mark, that 
he was smitten by my arrows. I didn't give him a chance to say another 
word. I stood up immediately and placed my mantle over the light cloak 
which, though it was the middle of winter, was his only clothing. I slipped 
underneath the cloak and put my arms around this man-this utterly c 
unnatural, this truly extraordinary man-and spent the whole night next 
to him. Socrates, you can't deny a word of it. But in spite of all my efforts, 
this hopelessly arrogant, this unbelievably insolent man-he turned me 
down! He spurned my beauty, of which I was so proud, members of the 
jury-for this is really what you are: you're here to sit in judgment of 
Socrates' amazing arrogance and pride. Be sure of it, I swear to you by 
all the gods and goddesses together, my night with Socrates went no d 
further than if I had spent it with my own father or older brother! 

How do you think I felt after that? Of course, I was deeply humiliated, 
but also I couldn't help admiring his natural character, his moderation, 
his fortitude-here was a man whose strength and wisdom went beyond 
my wildest dreams! How could I bring myself to hate him? I couldn't bear 
to lose his friendship. But how could I possibly win him over? I knew e 
very well that money meant much less to him than enemy weapons ever 
meant to Ajax," and the only trap by means of which I had thought I 
might capture him had already proved a dismal failure. I had no idea 
what to do, no purpose in life; ah, no one else has ever known the real 
meaning of slavery! 

All this had already occurred when Athens invaded Potidaea,56 where 
we served together and shared the same mess. 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 220 
well as he did. And yet he was the one man who could really enjoy a 
feast; and though he didn't much want to drink, when he had to, he could 
drink the best of us under the table. Still, and most amazingly, no one 
ever saw him drunk (as we'll straightaway put to the test). 

Add to this his amazing resistance to the cold-and, let me tell you, the b 
winter there is something awful. Once, I remember, it was frightfully cold; 
no one so much as stuck his nose outside. If we absolutely had to leave 
our tent, we wrapped ourselves in anything we could lay our hands on 
and tied extra pieces of felt or sheepskin over our boots. 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 

55. Ajax, a hero of the Greek army at Troy, carried an enormous shield and so was
virtually invulnerable to enemy weapons.
56. Pohdaea, a city in Thrace allied to Athens, was induced by Corinth to revolt in 432
B.C The city was besieged by the Athenians and eventually defeated m a bloody local
war, 432-430 B c 
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soldiers did in their boots. You should have seen the looks they gave him; 
they thought he was only doing it to spite them! 

So much for that! But you should hear what else he did during that 
same campaign, 

The exploit our strong-hearted hero dared to do.57 

One day, at dawn, he started thinking about some problem or other; he 
just stood outside, trying to figure it out. He couldn't resolve it, but he 
wouldn't give up. He simply stood there, glued to the same spot. By 
midday, many soldiers had seen him, and, quite mystified, they told every­
one that Socrates had been standing there all day, thinking about some­
thing. He was still there when evening came, and after dinner some lonians 

d moved their beddin� outside, where it was cooler and more comfortable 
(all this took place in the summer), but mainly in order to watch if Socrates 
was going to stay out there all night. And so he did; he stood on the very 
same spot until dawn! He only left next morning, when the sun came out, 
and he made his prayers to the new day. 

And if you would like to know what he was like in battle-this is a 
tribute he really deserves. You know that I was decorated for bravery dur-

e ing that campaign: well, during that very battle, Socrates single-handedly 
saved my life! He absolutely did! He just refused to leave me behind when 
I was wounded, and he rescued not only me but my armor as well. For 
my part, Socrates, I told them right then that the decoration really belonged 
to you, and you can blame me neither for doing so then nor for saying so 
now. But the generals, who seemed much more concerned with my social 
position, insisted on giving the decoration to me, and, I must say, you 
were more eager than the generals themselves for me to have it. 

221 You should also have seen him at our horrible retreat from Delium.58 I 
was there with the cavalry, while Socrates was a foot soldier. The army 
had already dispersed in all directions, and Socrates was retreating together 
with Laches. I happened to see them just by chance, and the moment I 
did I started shouting encouragements to them, telling them I was never 
going to leave their side, and so on. That day I had a better opportunity 

b to watch Socrates than I ever had at Potidaea, for, being on horseback, I 
wasn't in very great danger. Well, it was easy to see that he was remarkably 
more collected than Laches. But when I looked again I couldn't get your 
words, Aristophanes, out of my mind: in the midst of battle he was making 
his way exactly as he does around town, 

57. Odyssey iv.242, 271.
58. At De!ium, a town on the Boeotian coastline just north of Attica, a major Athenian
expeditionary force was routed by a Boeotian army in 424 B c For another description
of Socrates' action during the retreat, see I.aches 181 b.
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. . .  with swagg'ring gait and roving eye.59 

He was observing everything quite calmly, looking out for friendly troops 
and keeping an eye on the enemy. Even from a great distance it was 
obvious that this was a very brave man, who would put up a terrific fight 
if anyone approached him. This is what saved both of them. For, as a rule, 
you try to put as much distance as you can between yourself and such 
men in battle; you go after the others, those who run away helter-skelter. c 

You could say many other marvelous things in praise of Socrates. Per­
haps he shares some of his specific accomplishments with others. But, as 
a whole, he is unique; he is like no one else in the past and no one in the 
present-this is by far the most amazing thing about him. For we might 
be able to form an idea of what Achilles was like by comparing him to 
Brasidas or some other great warrior, or we might compare Pericles with 
Nestor or Antenor or one of the other great orators.I,() There is a parallel d 
for everyone-everyone else, that is. But this man here is so bizarre, his 
ways and his ideas are so unusual, that, search as you might, you'll never 
find anyone else, alive or dead, who's even remotely like him. The best 
you can do is not to compare him to anything human, but to liken him, 
as I do, to Silenus and the satyrs, and the same goes for his ideas and argu­
ments. 

Come to think of it, I should have mentioned this much earlier: even 
his ideas and arguments are just like those hollow statues of Silenus. If e 
you were to listen to his arguments, at first they'd strike you as totally 
ridiculous; they're clothed in words as coarse as the hides worn by the 
most vulgar satyrs. He's always going on about pack asses, or blacksmiths, 
or cobblers, or tanners; he's always making the same tired old points in 
the same tired old words. If you are foolish, or simply unfamiliar with 
him, you'd find it impossible not to laugh at his arguments. But if you 222 
see them when they open up like the statues, if you go behind their surface, 
you'll realize that no other arguments make any sense. They're truly worthy 
of a god, bursting with figures of virtue inside. They're of great-no, 
of the greatest-importance for anyone who wants to become a truly 
good man. 

Well, this is my praise of Socrates, though I haven't spared him my b 
reproach, either; I told you how horribly he treated me-and not only me 
but also Charmides, Euthydemus, and many others. He has deceived us 
all: he presents himself as your lover, and, before you know it, you're in 
love with him yourself! I warn you, Agathon, don't let him fool you! 

59. Cf. Aristophanes, Clouds 362.

60. Bra�idas, among the most effective Spartan generals during the Peloponnesian War,
was mortally wounded while deteating the Athenians at Arnphipolis m 422 B c Antenor
(for the Trojans) and Nestor (for the Greeks) were legendary wise counsellors dunng
the Trojan War.
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Remember our torments; be on your guard: don't wait, like the fool in the 
c proverb, to learn your lesson from your own misfortune.61 

Alcibiades' frankness provoked a lot of laughter, especially since it was 
obvious that he was still in love with Socrates, who immediately said to him: 

"You're perfectly sober after all, Alcibiades. Otherwise you could never 
have concealed your motive so gracefully: how casually you let it drop, 
almost like an afterthought, at the very end of your speech! As if the real 

d point of all this has not been simply to make trouble between Agathon 
and me! You think that I should be in love with you and no one else, 
while you, and no one else, should be in love with Agathon-well, we 
were not deceived; we've seen through your little satyr play. Agathon, my 
friend, don't let him get away with it: let no one come between us!" 

Agathon said to Socrates: 
e "I'm beginning to think you're right; isn't it proof of that that he literally 

came between us here on the couch? Why would he do this if he weren't 
set on separnting us? But he won't get away with it; I'm coming right over 
to lie down next to you.'' 

"Wonderful," Socrates said. "Come here, on my other side." 
"My god!" cried Alcibiades. "How I suffer in his hands! He kicks me 

when I'm down; he never lets me go. Come, don't be selfish, Socrates; at 
least, let's compromise: let Agathon lie down between us." 

"Why, that's impossible,'' Socrates said. "You have already delivered 
your praise of me, and now it's my turn to praise whoever's on my right. 
But if Agathon were next to you, he'd have to praise me all over again 

223 instead of having me speak in his honor, as I very much want to do in 
any case. Don't be jealous; let me praise the boy." 

"Oh, marvelous," Agathon cried. "Alcibiades, nothing can make me stay 
next to you now. I'm moving no matter what. I simply must hear what 
Socrates has to say about me." 

"There we go again," said Alcibiades. "It's the same old story: when 
Socrates is around, nobody else can get dose to a good-looking man. Look 

b how smoothly and plausibly he found a reason for Agathon to lie down 
next to him!" 

And then, all of a sudden, while Agathon was changing places, a large 
drunken group, finding the gates open because someone was just leaving, 
walked into the room and joined the party. There was noise everywhere, 
and everyone was made to start drinking again in no particui;r order. 

At that point, Aristodemus said, Eryximachus, Phaedrus, and some 
c others among the original guests made their excuses and left. He himself 

fell asleep and slept for a long time (it was winter, and the nights were 
quite long). He woke up just as dawn was about to break; the roosters 
were crowing already. He saw that the others had either left or were asleep 

61. Cf. Iliad xvii.32.
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on their couches and that only Agathon, Aristophanes, and Socrates were 
still awake, drinking out of a large cup which they were passing around d 
from left to right. Socrates was talking to them. Aristodemus couldn't 
remember exactly what they were saying-he'd missed the first part of 
their discussion, and he was half-asleep anyway-but the main point was 
that Socrates was trying to prove to them that authors should be able to 
write both comedy and tragedy: the skillful tragic dramatist should also 
be a comic poet. He was about to clinch his argument, though, to tell the 
truth, sleepy as they were, they were hardly able to follow his reasoning. 
In fact, Aristophanes fell asleep in the middle of the discussion, and very 
soon thereafter, as day was breaking, Agathon also drifted off. 

But after getting them off to sleep, Socrates got up and left, and Aristode­
mus followed him, as always. He said that Socrates went directly to the 
Lyceum, washed up, spent the rest of the day just as he always did, and 
only then, as evening was falling, went home to rest. 


