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Abstract ~ SRS o

‘ Tli'ls cdmmentary seeks to understand :an'd am‘ss. the role of f(lcibiaﬁe’s' eulogy of

Socrates in the overall context of the Symposwm Proceedmg frorrr an aaalysrs of Drotrma $ “, :

L a)é recounted by’ Socrates I argue that the seventh and final sp&cl) of the

-

bemg brlled as a pralse of Socrates actually bids us to take seriously. thle

becamela dangerouslygdrvrded man, torn between his love of popular praise and his love of
vSocratrc vrrtueﬁcrbrades emerged from hrs relatronshrp wrth Socrates as a man perched‘
mid- way between the goodness of phrlosdphy and the goodness of polmcal glory, a man
whose reason desprsed the popular prarse that hlS eros craved f orI. The failure of Alcibiades to _
consummate his love for Socrates or to devote hrmself fully to the Socratic example of hyman
excellence thus evinces.a dangerous drsgarmony in the human soul between reason.and erotic
passion, and, suggests (contraryf-;,\t‘o I_}rotrma s teaching on eros) that hurnan beings often
remain ambivalent in«the face(')f_“the truth about the human good. Finally, %rgue, the case
of Alcibiades' failure as a lover of virtu'e compels us to wonder about Socr_ates' efficacy as a~
teacher of virtue, inasmuch as it suggests that the philosopher's hubristic rationality often
leaves him incapable of sublimating the eros of certain exceptionally spirited men towards the
pursurt of nobility and goodness Ultrrnately the case of Alcr.brades in the Symposium leads us
to conclude that phﬂbsophy needs an allrance with poetry, wlth a poetrc or. rhetorlcal idiom

which can effectively appeal to the passronate faculty of the soul seducmg 1t into complrance

wrth reason’s apprehension of the good. Poetry, we learn from the Symposium, is crucial to
%

the erotic or reproductive potential of philosophy. ' ¥
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B .
. ‘ /1 Introdlictlon ! -‘ -

. Thes Symposmm is a. hubrlsuc dlalogue By this I mean, to say that this dlalogue
devoted 10 a conmd;ranon and pralsE of erotic desire Is replete with tei ~Tences to  awd ‘mages
of arrogant pride and insolent conduct ‘Hubris makes an early apmearance o th nrologue 0
the Sympostum, as Apollodorus a fanatxcal dlsc1pl¢ of Socr tes, nen.y o+~ s his disdain
for hlS compamons affecuon f}or wealth proudly assertm sthar pro e iy alene ¢ Lowa
man the way to genuine happmess (373c- -d).} In the events « St hes that s T ongtica
mEermedlary recm;g Jg’r his ohgarchxc comrades, the issue of huoristic strivivz anc .
relationship to human e’rosf"fem;iins a dominant theme: Socrates, we .t 21 Lainvited

/7 N
guest to the home of ,Agafhon appears unconcerried- with ari‘'ving at  « party on ume . |

msults his grac1ous host with subtle irony when he does eventually . ak. his enrance .. the

" middle of dinndr (174c-d,’1?5d-é). In the eulogy of Eros delivered by Pausanius before this

elite gathering, we learn £hat the Pandemian or soxual eros is the source of much insolent and
outrageous conduct, compelling mature lovers to seek-intercourse with young boys and to
"laugh s\c\ornfully"' at them for their foolishness (181c-d). In pis speech, Dr. Eryximachus
alerts mex{ to the dangers of eros mixed with hubris, identifying’ this volatile combination as
the cause of disea;e. injustice, and chaos (188a). The comic poet Aristophanes narrates an
epic myth rocounting how our earljest ahcesiors, the hubristic circle-men, were punished kby

Zeus for their arrogant thoughts and their impious assault upon the gods (190b-c). The

speech of Diotima that Socrates .recréates at the banqliet effectively links the passionate

faculty of the soul with the hubristic aspiration of man ‘to achieve a divine condition of

immortality (207a). And Alcibiades, a notoriously intemperate politician and warrior, barges

in upon this sober gathermg estabhshes hlmself as leader of the drinking, and prococds 1o

indict Socrates for hxs insolent treatment of bcautlf ul young men (212c -d,213e, 219c)4 In light

of this, it is difficult t&’avoid concluding that the question of hubris is ar™eqportant one for
, . "

! References to the Symposium will be incorporated into the body of the essay for

the reader's convenience. For the most part, I have relied upon Seth Benardete's

unpublished translation of the Symposium. This translation is distinguished by its

literality, and by its rendering of frcquently used terms with C(}nsxstcnt Enghsh

‘,qulvalents \

.-
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the Symposium, one which is intim_atelyﬁconnected with the question of erotic passion and its

Perhaps the most striking feature of the Symposium is its portrayﬁl of a hubristic
Socrates. That is, whereas in omer d;\aflogu&s we encounter a Socrates dispnguished by his
humble professxon of 1gnoranw> 4n the Symposium we are presenteg/with a Socrates
proudly announces hlS expcmse ‘in ‘knowledge of eronka and who insults the men around huo
for their ignorance and mcndacny (177d,198e-l99a). Indeed, in the Symposium Socrates is
explicitly charged with hubris on f ive ‘separate occasions b)j two different speakers
(175¢,215b,219¢,221e ,222a), and ;t"one point in the proceedlngs it is suggested that the
philosopher displays absolutely no regard for _Lhe goods of others as he pursues his persgenal
good, "intercourse" with beau‘tifufl souls (194d). The issue of Socratic hubris, . however,
culminates in the Strange eulogy of the philosopher that Alcibiades delivers to close out this
night of celebration. For here, this former associate of Socrates accuses hi§ men.tor of extreme
hubris and msolence chargmg that despite his apparent?onformlty to conventional opmlons
and tastes, t*b! philosopher m reahty hac nothmg but contempt for those things which men in
the city call beautiful, pleasmg and good As Almbxadcs openly avows, s eulogy of Socrates
represents a curious mixture of praise and blame, combining the highest admiration for the
philooophcr's virfue with a damning condeniixotion of his hubris, and calling upon the listener
(and the ;eader) to sit in . judgemenf of. Socrates’ "over:weening arrogance”
(hyperephanias,219o;222a) . | |

This essay, in consideﬁng Alcibiad::s' praise of Socratos in the Symposium, will accept:
the challenge to 'evaluate the hubris of philosophy and to' judge its effec’ wipon
non-philosophic men. More specifically, by exploring the relationship between Socrates and

Alcibiades as it is portrayed the dialogue, this commentary will attempt to assess the

.philosopher's effect upon certain intensely erotic and spirited men, men who sy #

and polmcal power. As | hope to show, the Alcibiades portrayed in the Sym

ICf. Stanley Rosen, Plato's Symposmm (Yale U Press, Ncw Haven, 1968) $ {é
pp.xxxiv-xxxviii. On the connection between hubris and erotic madness, ‘see '
Republic,400b,403a,560e,572c.

'See, for instance, Apology of Socrates,20e,21b,21d,23b.
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seen as personifying Lhe/c:iticism of Socrates firdt articulated by Aristophanes in his comedic {
. - ) ! 1 . ‘

treatmeny, of the philosop\her, The Clouds. That crjticbxxé,_[. will argué™ amounts te the charge
v . N

. _ . @
of hubris, ahd points to the dangerous effects of the philosopherﬁubristic striying upon

those young men whom he undertakes to-educate within the city. As a coxiéequence of his ewn
impiety and his arrogant contempt for the goods cherished by most.~human bcings

Anstophanes suggests Socrates is the proxm:ate cause of hubns and lnjUSUCC in thc youth,
1
inciting young men to commit wanton and insolent de’eds in defiance of sacred law and

o

ustom. The Alcxbxades we encoumer_ in the Symposium, a man who Behaves like a perTect
tyrant and who recalls fhr‘ these -men his education at the hands OY‘ Socrdtes, thus appears 1o
ihstantiale the'Aristophanic critique of philos,ophic hubris and its disruptive effect upon the
youth. While it may appear intended to_v'in.dicate Socrates of the charge that he corrupted the Y
youth*, the concluding portion of the Symposium actually bids us le Lak_\e serjously the _charge

that philosophy posesra threat o the integrity of the-political community owing to its effect

P

upon men like Alcibiades (222b). T ' ' 1

4
bl

Yet, while the speech of Alcibiades does indeed table an mdlctmem of Socratic hubris,
i
it offers a most powerful apology for philosophy nonctheless. conlendmg that as a

‘conseqﬁen'ce of Socrates' educational practice yohng men are permitted to behold the beauty

\

of virtue and the self-sufficient life. Through reflection upon Soer nique speeches and

pef/sonal example, Alcibiades testifies, a prudent man is enhgbled or autified, his eros
coming toldcs'ire tha{t beautiful condition of so which attends the cultivation of virtue or
human excellence. The pﬁllosopher 3 hubns w are led to conclude, is justified as part of a
pedagogic strategy that sublimates the erotic power of young men toward the noble pursuit of |

<
virtue, and that accordingly renders assistance to nature in the reproduction of beautiful or

noble souls.

In the end, however, the portrait of Alcibiades that we receive in the Symposium

’

N ( -
prohibits our accepting this powerful defence of Socratic  hubris without qualification,

inasmuch as hlS tyranmcal disposition and his enduring love of popular praise suggesls that he

AN

R.G, Bury, Platos Symposmm 2ndwﬁhon Heffer & Sons Cambndge
19 Ax.
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ltimately failed to pursue that Cgivine beauty which his reason apprehended in the

~ philosopher's soulqrand judged to be 550d bwmg to the ,mfluence that his great’ ove of
honour )nd power exerted over his soq} " Alcibiades, w was mcapable of const -nmatmg
hlS Iove for Socrates, or of de/\hng hlmself fully to n«ém axﬁnple of human virtue.
_Ulumately, the case of A!cxblades failure as a lover of vmudompel us to raise certain
questions concerning the demands of the philosophic life, the efficacy of Socrates' educational

practice, and the relationship befween reason and erotic passion in the human soul. It is the

characger. of these questions that this essay will strive to uncover and make explicit.

5
Alcil;iades and Socrates

In t};i: “§ymposium we a'?c':raf forded a rare oppdr&unity to e%amine Plato’s portrayal of

a mat)a/re Alcibiades, a man at the height of his political and {nil@ry @reer,\yet only one tep

away f rom disaster.® According to Bury, the most likely date of the banquet that Apollodorus

« recounts f or his anonymous compamofgs is 416 B.C. -- a year in which Alcibiades was at the

zemth of his influence in Athens, able to sway the dgmos with his personal charlsma and’

eloquence in speaking.® Yet, only one year later,(in 415 B.C., Alcibiadeg would suffer{a great
blow to his'grand political aspfrations, peréuading the assembly to launch the néval e)gpe,dition
to Sicily that would result in Athen's most decisive defeat in Ene.war against Sparta, and being

implicated in the desecration of the Hermae and=the profanation o@%?he Eleusinian

. T N ,
mysteries.” Hence, the banquet that we see through the eyes of Apollodorus (and those of

Aristodemus Socrates, from whom he heard about the erotic speeches;173b) took place in
. :

* _ . :
a turbulent political setting, on the eve of _Alcibiagies' downfall and his exile from his native

BN

i

-*l.e.,” the three. other dialogues in which Alcibiades appears as either a major
interlocutor or supporting character (Alcibiades I, 11, Protagoras) present us with a
youthful Alcibiades who had not yet risen to great status in Athens.

' ‘Bury, Plato's Symposium,op.cit.,p.Ixvi. The date of the bgnquet must, >f course,
be distinguished from the dragnatic date of Apollodorus' nakative, which,
interestingly, falls ca.400-399 B.C. {Bury vi), on the eve of) Socrates' trial and
execution in Athens on the charges of r gious unorthodoxy the corruption of
the youth.

" Thucydides, vi.16-18,27-29.
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vof the customary Athenian enéig his shield bo%e image of Eros wielding.a thunder'bolg)

. » . . ' . -
city. N | ’

o

Alcrbrades&‘lutérch tells us was a man unhke most.! Endow&d by nature wrth

[y

magnrfrcent beauty and h formidable will, this eeraordmary human#emg emerged even in his

youth as the jewel .of Athens, inspiring awe and confidence in those who revelled in his

»

excesses, while incursi envl and rancour of those who fell prey to, his merciless invective
and “wantor} conduct. He was/a man naturally driven to excel, to outd_o all others and to be
firgt in every contest for_p@:tige‘ an' power -- love of glory was Lhc dominan\t/ passion of his
soul, the source of both his greatpgss and his downfall. Lascivious and ostcntatious (in placc

o 7

boastful and vain, yolent and contemptuous of law, yet at the same time subtle apd el uent,
] ?‘ oq

pruda?rt a;rd courageous generous and a born commander of men, Alcrbrades represcnted an ©

emgmanc combination of oSposrtes who incited amyivalent sentrmenls on behalf of his fellow

Athemans Whilé the many mﬂthens took great pride m his military successes thrﬁughout
AN
Hellas, the olrgarchrc camp quaked with fear before the Iyranmcal potential which appcared loZ

_~~teside in his Wbn-like soul, suspicious that hrs hunger for power and, conquest Wl

eventually be tumed upon the very city which reared him.

,- )
" in accordance withythe vicissitudes of his fortunes’ As a young man, he

%

v

~ ) .
Alcibiades'. conduct sflutarch obscrves@played many inconsistencies anf vartadons,

onstzated grca‘t‘
talent and intellectual gifts, but was exceeding vain and had a passion f victory at apy cost.
k a hold. When it
No. i e'n lion".%

apparently detested flute-playing, and heaped scorn and ridicule upon flautists,for the strange
-. .

Once, when he was losing a¥wrestling md/tch, he bit his opponent t&br

Was suggcsted to him that he had behaved like a woman, he respond

look of their faces while they played. Because other young men admired Alcibiades and took -

his standards to be their own, flute-playing ceased to be resoectcd amongst Athenian youth.
A R c
Alcibiades earned early in his lifetime a reputation for hubris and insolence. Once, he dcch'ngd

o e
an invitation to attend a symposium at the home of Anytus. Yet, having g{mcn drurk at

'The following brief biography of Aleibiades is drawn frgx% Plutarch S ere of
Alcibiades™ ( Plutarch's Lives, trans. John Donne, Modern Library, New York
pp.233-261).

L\

b
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home with a gang of revellers, A]]cibiades and his cémrades invaded Anytus' party, stealing all
of -thé wineb and one-half of the gold and sil.ver‘ cups. While the guests wére horrified by this
\ rinlsolem violation, Anytus, wishing to avoid the reprisals of this variable man. remarked that
Alcibiades had in fact defnonsfrated great‘geﬁerosity -- after all, he could have taken all the
| gold and silver. . | |
Alcibiades' political ambition was fuelled by his vanity and envy. In 420 B.C., he
, op.posed the peace with Sparta that I;ad‘beeﬁ‘ negotiated by Nicias and Laches, apparently not
so much because he considered the terms disadvantageous to. Athens, but because he felt the
Spartans had shown him great disrespect byl negotiating the treaty with men other than
.himself . Through deceitful means.'an‘c‘l demégoguery, he pérsuaded the assembly to reject the
peace treaty apd to elect him general of tﬁe Athenian army. While no one who learned of -the
methods he had employed to ‘secure this pg:rspnél victory condoned his deceitfulness,
nevertheless all wefe awed by this maﬁ‘s ab‘ility to divide and shake all of Pelopongesus, to
establish ‘a strong allied opposition to Sparta, and to .move, the front of the war far from
Athenian territory, all in one day. Moreover, while Alcibiades' chargcter and talents seemed
perfectly suited to achieving pre-eminence in démocratic Athens, during the period of his exile
he‘der.nonstraied .an amazing capacity to adapt to vastly different political settirigs with
relative ease. When, on the éicilian expedition, Alcibiades learned that he waé 16 be recalled
and tried in the as'semlvaly on chafges of religious crimes, he chose to flee first to Sparta, and;
then to Persia, Tather than to return to Athens where he‘sensed‘ that his pligarchié enemies
would ensure his conviction. In these foreign lands, Alcibiades, displayed,; remarkable
chémeieon-liké powers, accommodating himself to the manners. and lifestyleSIOf the native
’.' inhabitants, and eff ectively becoming one of them.. Alcibiades, it seems, was a man who couldl‘
survive ahdv flourish in any environment.
When Athens suffered an oligarchic revolution in 411 B.C., Alcibiades, although still
in exile, initiated plans to restore the democracy as the only possible means of securing his
rétum to that city which h; bonsidered his own. Whé}'{ the oligarchics were 'depb)sed later thﬁt .

_same year, among the first items approved - by the-restored assembly waé the recall of
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Alcibiades from exile and his assignment as a general in the army. Yet Alcibiades, not wishing
10 _o“{e his return 10 popular grace and sympathy, vowed to'corﬁe back "not with empty 4
hands, but with glory, and some service done-"; and 1o this end, he embarkéd upon a Qoyage
of conquést which took him throﬁghoul Hellas. When he did eventually make his return to
Athens, he was greeted by great public acclaim and celebration. He inspired within' the
Athenians a ‘confidence regarding th;fr fortunes in the war, and they came to view their
armies as inQincible. Indeed, there were rriany in Athens who passionately desired that

Alcibiades establish himself as theif tyrant, putting himself out of reach of the envy of his

detractors, and securing the freedom to manage the affairs of the city without fear of being

called to account, in the assembly. In al} aspects of character and behaviour, Alcibiades was

clearly the people's choice, the beloved of the multitude.
N _

The fame that Alcibiades acquired in hic ime was further magnified, his

" biographer relates, by his association, with the philosopuer Socrates. Turning aside the gifts

and flattery that his beauty invited from Athenians and foreigners alike, Alcibiades made

himself a subject of popular wonder by consigning himself to the tutelage of ah ugly,

- cantankerous, and altogether strange man who lacked any regular means of support, and who

’ 5
never tired of chastising the youth for his deficiencies in virtue and his pretentious arrogance.

The peerless son of Kleineias, who held the vain opinion of his personal self -sufficiency, and
who seemed incapable of 7 eeling love and respect for any man but himself, became captivated
by the only man in Athens more enigmatic than himself ,ﬁreferin@g tke company of a

inysterious old philosopher who seemed immune to his physical beauty over the attention of

hiyerous lovers and sycophants. For his part, Plutarch judges, Socrates seemed intent on

tamfing Alcibiades and rescuing his soul from the many corrupting influences in the city that

threatened to bring him to ruin. Throneh his intercourse with this ambitious man the

philosopher sought to sublimate his youthful erotic energy; to educate his mind and passions,
and to awaken within him a love of nnble g ory. Plutarch's retrospective judgement, however,
was not shared by many men in Athens . the time, who understood the philosopher’s
associétion with Alcibiacies to be iar from noble in character; indeed, who saw in thi

3



altogether ‘suspic‘ious liaison the very source of this young man's contempt for democracy and
his tyrarmicél turn of mind.’

These few, details about Alcibiades' life and character, and a great deal more, would
certainly have been known first-hand to Plato’s contemporafies, and h Formed the
perspective of any educated reader of the Symposium in Qgt_h_,an:e*‘ a~d e ern times.
Howcve;, whilc such external historical evidence serves as -a vanluabn .. ction for the
‘reader of the Symposium, it is nevertheless (as I hope to show) largely peripheral to our study
of the dialogue. For ultimately, the Symposium, like all of Plato's dialogues, is more 'poetic’
!,h.an"h'ivstorical in form and'coment. and accordingly it aims less at presenting the reader with

~an historically accurate portrayal of Alcibiades and his relationship with Socrates than at
raising as a matter worthy Qf perennial wonder and reflection the effect of a philosopher

AL

~

upon the youth }V undertakes to * educate  within the political  association
2

i
D

(184c-185b,187d,210b, 2b). As éomplete as its duthor wiéhedbit to be; the Symposium yields
the careful reader all the evidence required to develop a theoretical understanding of the,
nature of Afcibiades, and’of the permanént\po‘litical and educationai problems occasioned by
such an erotic nature. Bearing this in mind, we wi’ll turn to the Symposium, picking the story

‘up at that point where Aristophanes appérently wished to voice an objection to Socrates’
&

eulogy of Eros.

X

* See Xenophon, Memorabilia,l.ii.12.



2. Socratic Hubris and Arisiophanic Nemesis

But 'tis ¢ nnion proof, —_-

That lowliness is young ambition's ladder,
Whereto the climber-upward turns his face;
But when he once attains the upmost round,
He then unto the ladder turns his back,
Looks in the clouds, scorning the base dcgrees
By which he did ascend.

Shakespeare, Julius Caesar l1,1.

¢

In the peroration to his recollectiqn 'of‘ Diotima's lessons, Socrates claims to have been
fully. convinced by what this mys‘teriou‘s priestess-declared with regard to the nature and deeds
of Eros, and he prdclaims it his mission to persuade _é)thers that eros is perhaps the best
co-worker or ally with human nature in pursuit of the good. As a measure of the profound
influence that Diotima's erotic logos exerted, and continues to exert fupon Socrates, ‘thc
phllosopher confesses that he now orders both his words and deeds, his speech and his
pracuce in accordance with her revelations concerning the ,.~wer (dynanus) and courage
(andreia) of eros, ,and that he honours and trains himself exceptionally in erotic matters as
the sole activity befitting a real man (212b-c).

Thus, Socrates’ contribution 1o the evening's rhetorical contest would seem to amount
to a curious philosophic 'autobiography': through this historical account which p—feﬂsumably
carries us well into the past of Socrates' life, we are permitted to witness the education of the
young Socrates, and we are thereby enabled to understand better how the philosopher became

what he i5.!® As Socrates remarks at the outset of his encomium, prior to submitting himself

- to the tutelage of Diotima his logos (speech,argument) about such matters as iove, beauty.

1o We should note, however, that while it accounts for a fundamental revolution in
his way of life, the autobiography offered by Socrates before this gathering of
urbane men may nonetheless be radically fictitious in character, and Diotima may
well be a product of the philosopher's creative or poetic eros. .Indeed, as Socrates
testifies in the Republic, whereas the philosopher is no poet (393d), he nevertheless
manifests a powerful greed for images (488a), and is not above employing imagery
for philosophic and educational ends.
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and diifinity épproiimated the logos.of Agathon, the tragic poet and devotee of Go;gian
rhetoric (cf. 20le). % through dialogue with the Mantinean strangerr, the young Socrates
ézame to transcend this tragic and sophistic perspective at the same time as he was initiated
into the highestg%steries&f ¢-os and a life dedicated to the_ singular pursuu of happiness and
the good. Whate\'ler it was that Socrates learned about the power of eros from his educator, it -
proved sufficiently persuasive to compel the young philosopher to redirect the course of his
life and his subsezqu‘;m practice of philosophy. As portrayed in the Syr;zposium, Diotima's
lecturé;; on the sui)ject of the daemonic Eros effected a revolutionary transformation in 4
. Socrates' understanding of nature, philosophy, and the human soul, and this grand reversal of
‘perspective had lasting and far-reaching consequences for the philosopher's‘ way of life.

In light of this, it perhaps comes as ﬁo surprise that Socrates does not claim his
speech to be a eulogy of Eros as had been delivered by the preceding speakers, but rather
" -invites Phaedrus (and, implicit]yv, the reader) to "give i.t some other kind of name” (212c).
F;)r indeed, while ostensibly devoted to addressing the question "What.is eros?", we may—-‘
perceive in_the philosopher's logos an‘ account of the origin and foundaLion_of Socratic or
political philosophy; of the-éocratic révolution in philosophy, or thé Socratic 'tur‘n'v' away ‘
from the I'direct-study of nature and towards the study of the human or ;olitical things.
Examined carefully, it seems, §ocrates' recollection of ﬁis ccgnversion at the hands of Diotima‘
might yield us an appreciation of the Socratic motive in founding" political philosophy or
political science; an understanding %f\ why Socrates lived as he did, and why he chose to
pursue philosophy in the unique rha;ljrler that he did -- a manner which, we should bear in
mind, would ultimately br - him into conflict with the city, and would result in his trial and
execution. And curiously, W coatrast with the surface portrayal of the philosopher in the
Repui)lic, the account of philesophy presented in the Symposium invites us to attribute this
Socratic motive not to a concern to defend justice and public virtue in the polis, but rather to
a sublimated eros, a passionate and all-conéhming love of wisdom, the good and immortality.

Some of the symposiasts, we are told, praised Socrates' speech -- a reaction which

stands in marked contrast to the universal and tumultuous applause which greeted the
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encomlum of Agathon (198a). However, it is dear lhat at leas{‘ﬁxé *Gf those present took"\
excepuon with the Socratic reconecuon For aj tl’z,rs po.nt in- the proceedmgs Apollodorus
reports Aristophanes wished to interject a L@fhﬂlént smce we "are told. "Socrates, in
speaking, had mentioned him and referred to his speecb" 7

Actually, even a cursory review of Socrates' logos reveals that this explanalibn offered
by our narrator is only partially true: while Socrates (or, more precisely,Diotima) did indeed
allude to and dispute the characterization of eros which the poet had advanced (cf .205e), at.
no point did the philosopher explicitly attribute this account to Ar:istoph’anes.b or mention the
famed comedian by name. Inasmuch as the theme of deficient memory runs, throughout the
Symposium  (cf .178a;180c,223c), thereby casting a shadow of incomplete;xess over this
secondhand repoi‘t' of the erotic speeches whfch we ovérhear. this editorial slip m.;ay bre
' ,undefstood as a further instance of faulty- "‘fe;collec’tion on the part of our fanatical
intermedia_ries, Aristodemus and Apollodofﬁs. Howgver, beyond indicating an immediate
misremembering, this apparent misstatement pé’rhaps presents us with an instance of Plato’s
own irony, thereby allowing us to gain access to the dominant issue which arises in the
Symposium immediately prior to the entrance of ihe notorious Alcibiades. For this curious
reference to Aristophanes directs us towards another memorable. Socratic 'autobiography' in
which the philosopher doés indeed idenﬁfy the icomic poét by name, in what stands as the
only other explicit mentior;\ of Aristophanes in the whole of the Platonic corphs outside of the
Symposium. In the Apology, in that same passage of his defence speech ‘where Socrates
challenges the many td testify whether they have. ever heagd him discussing divine matters in
an unotthodbx or impious fashion,the philosopher names Aristophanes as the source of the
earlier, implicit ir;dictment of ‘philosophy; as the instigator of the longstanding public slander
and hosullty against Socrates in particular, ‘and. against philosophy in gem:ral through his
(ndlculous portrayal of the phllosopher in hlS comic (‘rama The Clauds ' Here in the

: Symposzum then, immediately following Socrates’ exposmon ‘of the erotic principles which

‘ govern his practice of philosophy ‘and his intercourse with human beings, we are given a

- " Apology of Socrates,19a-d.
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‘ ~subtle rcminder'_that-_ not all men ark fully .satisf_ 1ed by .lhe philosopher's portrait of his way of
life; that certain men, ‘men-like Aristophdoés who display a preoccupation with piety and
justice in the poli;ical tommunity (cf .193é-d) and who profesé themselves competent to be
cducatols vof men ow’ing'lo"lheir expertise in erctic matters (cf.189d), will have criticisms to
level against Socrates and hi's\“ manner of philosophiziné{ and, moreover, that their criticisms
may strike at the very héart of philosoplﬁ"s',rel‘atioqship to the ;city; impugning the civic

" responsibility of philosophers by charging them with impiety, sophistry, and the subversion of

political justice. L

2.1 Tlno Aristophanic Critique of Socrates
As suggested, however, this incident in the Symposium is not the firsl time tllat the
subtle -Aristophanes would feel himself compelled to render que:stionable the speech and
character of Socrates. For in The Clouds (f 1rst produced in 423 B.C., which would be seven
years prior to the supposed date of this symposium in_honour of Agathon), the comic poet
presents to us a Socrates who is truly worthy of our laughter anq ridicule; a pale-faced,
continent, and effeminate Socrates, strutling_ ancl ‘swaggering like a pclicaﬁ, seemingly
oblivious to the human lconfusionv and turmoil which surrounds him. Yet The Clouds is more
than a laughable parody of the _philosop_her. It is a serious; even philosorhic work in its own
right, admittedly the wisest of Aristophanes’ cofrledios, and we must the-cfore not allow the
comic medium of expression to blind us to the profound censure of Socrates and his way of
life which is articulated through the play. !? When }we 51ft through .the humour and the
“invective, when we follow Aristophanes’ mJunctxon and view the play as wise: spectators, we

o

are able to discern within the fabric of The Clouds a thread of sober crmmsm a critique of
N

Socrates which vaols upon the phllosopher s understanding of the relationship between the
horizon of nature and the human or political horizon, and (as premised upon and conditioned
by that understanding) his pursuit of philosophic inquiry within the confines of the political

association.

-‘“Scc the parabasis in The Clouds, particularly 11.510-24 and 11.575-6.
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- The Socrates we ehcounte. .. The Clouds is impious and unjust in the, cxmma he

. P4 -
undermines the traditional piety of the aged Strepsiades by proclaiming the death of Zeus and

the sovereignty of Vortex he teaches (or allows to be taught) an,arl of sophlstr) or Unjust
Discourse which subverts tae civic adrmmstrauon 9f vJustxce and he incites the young and "
hig.h-spirited Pheidippides to assault his parents i solent defiance of ancient law and
custc;m. Such-is a man who is clearly guilty of the rcharges up(;n which he would be tried and\
sentenced to death; that is, a man who invesligaltes the things aloft, makes the weaker logos
the stronger, and corrupts the .city's youth.'’ But what is most striking about th_e Aristophanic
Socrates -- a feature of his character which ‘most clearly points to the serious rtesiding behind
the comic or the laughable -- is the apparcnt‘ideficiency of his soul, his apparent lack of
prudence (phronesis) or practical wisdom.'* Prudence is arguab,ly the political virtue par
excellence, consisting in the capacity of ‘the mind or rational soul to make those fine
judgements which are crucial to civic justice and the good govemancé‘ of a polity.**. Above all
else, the prudent man has the capacity for foresi‘ght, being able to discern more clearly and
‘ accurately than others the consequences which ﬂow from his words and deeds, and ~takir;ng
effective steps to ensure that mattefs evolve in accordance with his original intent -- the
prudem marll is able, to the fullest extent possible, to neutralize the 'role of chance in human
affairs. Beyond its overtly political function, however, prudence has a large role to play in
piloting the soul of the individual, guiding his behaviour and deportment in his dealings with
others, and eiccuting judgements and discriminations which conduce to the actualization of
his personal good. Understood most generally, then, ﬁrudence ista form of pra;tical reason
which is synoptic or architectonic with regard to both the city and the man: it consists in a
knowledge of how the polity as a whole would best be arranged internally and conduct its

¥

affairs with other cities, and of how the individual soul would best deal with itself aKd_wnh ‘

»~

other souls.'* In matters of ruling or guardianship, of both communiu’es and anzgself, there

BCf. Apology of Socrates , 18b,19b,23d,24b.

“Consider Leo Strauss, Socrates and Anstophanes (University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1966),pp.43-9.

13Symposium,209a-b; Republic ,521b, 582a,d.

I"‘Republic ,428d, 590d.

. 1
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would seem to be no substitute for prudence or good counsel in men.
- ’
Yet inasmuch as it invoives the "uman capacity fﬁor judgement and discrimination,

p_rud;nce would seem insepzrable from practical experience with the affairs of men.'” In
making prudential assessments concerning s proﬁosed course of speech or action, m seeking to
maximize the praise and minimize the blame that one is likely to provoke by his words and
deeds, one necessafily avails himsélf of his past experience with the souls of men and the
‘passions which move t-hem;{@ wgll as his cognizance of social custom and the propriety of
speaking or acting in a particular manner in a given context -- only the most imprudent of
men would unwittingly praise demons -before an audience of the truly pious and devout-
Prudence, then, would seem\ o represent reason's compromise with reality, with the world and
men as they are, rather than as they might or should be.
As a direct consequence of the character of his philosophy, however, the Socrates we
beholq inl” The Clouds lacks this experience with the human things, ard I}& therefore 1acks the
virtué of prudence. §ecldded in the shadows of their "Thinkery", the philosopher and his

disciples employ their reason in the investigation of the non-human in nature, and they

 consider the affairs of men (if they do so at all) only in light of a horizoL of understanding

derived from the study of beings situated below man in the hierarchy of the'natural kosmos .

Yet, as a pure theoretician or student of nature for whom man is decidedly not the measure
of things, the Aristophanic Socrates neglects the study of the human soul. More precisely, he
has failéd to reflect upon the state of his own soul -- he lacks self-knowledge -- and he
remains oblivious to :he contexts and conqi;ions within which his study of nature must, of
necessity, Co pursued; namely, a political community composed of souls that display a'
~ diversity of capacities and virtues."’ Dué to his ignorance of ‘the human things and the human
sou.L. this laughable Socrates is unable to make prudent or politic assessments of the natural

differences among human beings, and he thus Temains incapable of determining which men

are suited by nature to receive his philosophic initiation, and which are not. Through his

1" Cf. Republic ,582d; and Hobbes, Leviathan, I,Chapter 8.
" It is both remarkable and revealing that the Socrates of The (' uds never once
utters the word "soul” (psyche). ,
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imprudence, Arisipphanes' Socrates is led to abdicate his civic respopsibility. communicating
. the principles of his philosophy indiscriminately to all who épproach his school, be lhey young
or old, moderate or lxcenpous just or- unJust neghgenl of theml and its passions, of
human eros and desire," the phllosopher is rendered dangerously insensitive to the effects of
his rational- theology and rhetoric upon the dliverse characters of non-philosophic men.
Ultimately, the comic poet sﬁége&ts.'by practicing his philosophy with absolute disregard for
its non-philosophic or political consequences, Socrates upwittingly creates a situatiorr which is
hazardous both for the city and for pl%f)oso'phy. For in ti)i end, it is not -only the sacredness of
the family and the principles of civic justice wHich are assaulted as a consé;q;ence of .the
philosopher's imprudence, but philosephy itself suffers violerice at the hands of the many, as
the Socratic school is reduced to ruins. Through his imbrudence and his refusal to compromise
the purity of his reason, Socrates does v1olencUe and injustice to the city, tg\Phblosophy and 0)
" all who share in his way of life. B ‘ B ;

Yet the Aristophanic critique of Socrates in The Clouds would seem 1o go ?)(h
deeper than this charge of imprudence. For when torching the 4'Socratic "Thinkéry" the
conclusion of the play, in doing violence to philosophy and philosophic men, the indignani
Strepsiades (acting with the divine sanction of Hermes) explains his motive by reference to
the hubris of Socrates, and he links this hubris directly to the philosopher's irreverent
'scientific’ study of nature, to his "looking into the seat of the Moon".!” Now, hubris is
ordinarily associated with excess and immoderation; with a licentiousness which liberates the
passions and appetites from the rule of reaso;;, and w}}jch ‘leads a man to commit wanton acts
of violence and injustice in the pursuit of sensual gratification.?® Yet beyond this hubri§ which
connotes bodily intemperance, there is a form of hubris which is connected with an
immgderation or excess of the soul, and which manifests thé rare human ambition to be

superior to the gods.” In this sublimated form, hubris consists in the overreaching of human

limits; it represents the excess of a who "forgets” the mortal limits on the human form

YThe Clouds ,1.1506; cf. with 11.1400-1403,1.1299.

» Cf. Symposium ,181c,188a; Republlc ,400b,403a,560e,572c; Phaedrus, 237e-238a. See
also  Xenophon, Memorabilia,1.ii.19,11.i.30.

1 See, for example, Euripides, Hippolytus, 11.474-5.

1
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of beiﬁg, and who measures himself against the glory of the immortals as he strives to erase

the distinction. between gods and men. Paradoxically, despite the excess and immoderation

disolayed in such hubristic thought‘*ang behaviour, this high form of hubris ultimately

C s . . .
constitutes a denial of that very needfulness wlﬁé’}x seems to define mortal existence, a denial

that. such a needfulness is endemic and natural to the human (as opposgd to the divine)

condition. The hybristes, the man possessed of a truly sublfme ambiti

and a highminded
insolence, desires to become fully self-sufficient and whole;' to .overcome that erotic
_incompleteness which is man, and to strive with the gods. |
The Aristophanic Socrates would indeed apﬁear 1o ménif est this latter form of ‘hubris.
 this impious ambition.. Drawd by his scientific ihquiry to concérn himself with the things of
ﬁature, the philosopher desires to comprehend the world, thé natural universe and rﬁ‘an‘s place
in it, as a god might -- he desires to think )Qhat, and thus as, the gods think. No subject,
including the nature of the divine itself, is forbidden to- this Socrates. He refuses 1o rest
content with nature's secrets, with the fact that certain dimensions of the kosmos are meant
by the gods to remain mystérious to men as a precondition of their religiosity, and he seeks to -
unriddle and explain these secrets as matters of natural law or the mechanistic- regulzﬁties
which govern the world. Yet through his hubris and impiety, through directing his gaze
" upwards and seeking to comprehend (indeed, to transcend) the divine mind, the philosopher
* visibly separates himself from human concerns. Our first encounter with Socrates in the play
has him suspended high above the earth in a basket, "treading on z}ir and contemplating the
sun", and discou.ntin-g human affairs as suitable topics of philosophic inquiry.?? The Socratés
of The Clouds is unable to apprc:iate the role of piety and convention in civil life. Indeed, his
occupation with the supra-divine, with the master design of nature _\;vhicb. supe;intends
eveh the gods worshipped by men, causes him to scorn the human thingé as ephemeral and
transient, as unworthy o” his rational attention.’gqcratcs' imprudence and lack of civic
responsibility are indeed consequences of his manner of philosophizing, but this pursuit of

p
wisdom in turn represerits the highest form of hubris. It is thus the hubris of philosophy

3 Tiye Clouds ,11.218-34.
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')which is the true cause of the philosopher's endangeﬁng boip Lfle city %nd his own wa)} of |
life, insofar as it is this as.piration to superhuman wisdo,m ;vhich_- compels him to disreg,a.rde
those affairs oi; men' which must be of concern to the prudent man 'as"the conditions within
whi}ch philosophy must comie into being and eaist. The Aristophanic charge against Socrates is
thus at rpot a charge of huoris. Anci$ the comic poet's jﬁdgcm?ﬁ} on this f orm of impious
ambition, we suspect, is humorously port‘raved in the report delivered at one poim in The °

\Clouds by a pupr of the philosopher: As Socrates gazed upwards one mght 10 mvesugag}; the’

courses and revolutions of the moon, a lizard crapped on his head: a f itting_wav ;Q,f,"""'

24
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that men should not attempt to usurp the power and station of the gods, but shou%%e“plous
and accept ignorance of the highest things as the lot of mortal beings.*’

“a Bt how does the charge of Socraue hubris levelled by Aristophanes m The Clouds
bcar on the Symposzum” Judging by all appearances the \Socrates who is parodied and
chasused in the comedy is the "pre-Socratic” Socrates; it is the Socrates who studied natural
phenomena, wh.o ha(i not et initiated his turn to the human things and made the virtue of
man the dominant theme of his logos. If, as suggested above, the recollectxon :f Diotima's
teaching\on eros advanced by Socrates in the Symposium ac‘counts for a f{mdamcmal
revoTutioq in the philosopher's understanding Bf man and nature, and articul:ztes the
principles which persuaded (compelled?) Socrates to "call philosophy down from the heavens
and set her into the cities of- men", then the Aristophanic criticism of Socratic philosophy as
it appears in The Clouds would seem to lo‘se its f orc;e and pertinence. If Socrates ipdecd turned
to the human things and placed the soul of man at the centre of his philosophic inquiry, then
he would seem to have eliminated that crucial defect in his philosophy that is pointed to by
Liis comic nemesis.

However, if we look more closely at the specific point of divergence beiween the
Aristophanic and Socratic/Diotimaic accounts of eros in the Symposium, we are led to the

curious conclusion that the private criticism of Sociates that the comic poet must have wanted

to advance at this poini in the dialogue is virtually identical to that which emerges from his

4

3 The Clouds , 11.169-74. Cf. with Symposium , 193a-d.

o
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public parody ofl the phxlosopher in The Clouds.** For wnrle rt may well account for the
turning of phxloso hy to the human things and human concerns, the erotic Iogos presented
and endorsed by Socrates before his fellow sympesiasts is nonetheless a portrait of extreme
hubris. Inasmuc as it identifies erotrc passion as Lhe prime mover of ptilosophy, as the
master desrre of the soul which impels the' Jover of} wisdof beyond the cons%gngl horizon
of the city and its jistice in pursuit-of % personal good, the egotic docl:trine‘f)f the Mantinean
stranger conjoiris eros and hubris, love and the desire to-attain a god-like self -suff iciency. In
onuma 3 hxgher ﬁystenes the perf ect revelations (ta telea epoptxka) suited only fgr the most
capabu".P initiates, the ﬁrlosopher emerges as both erastes and hyb?zstes as both a lw& of the
purest form of beauly and a seeker of divine @mcyﬂrty through the generauon of
superhuman virtue. In order to appreciate Ans[ophanes desire to re}:ut the philosopher's

logos, and thereby to grasp the necessity of Alcibiades' irruption into the argument and the

_action ‘{;)f the Symposium, we must turn to a closer examination of Diotima's discourse, and

to the conjunction of eros and hubris in the stranger's eriction of the philosophic so_nl,.
C \_/,,\’\—\

2.2 Eros and the Hubris of Philosophy

Having compelied Agathon to admit his ignorance regarding the intrinsic beauty of@;,{i%f;

Eros, Socrates prozeeds to recall for these men a time from his past when his own ignorance
. . -

about erotika was rectified by a woian, Diotima of Mantinea (201d). Igroring the most

obviaus way in which an older and more experienced woman might teach a na:~¢ ioung man

about the divine mysteries of eros, ‘Socrates recapitulates the conversations about love and ‘

oy

P

™ See Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy ., sections 13 and 17,and Leo Strauss,
Socrates and ‘Aristophanes , pp.7-8. Through this discussion of The Clouds, ! have
attempted to suggest that the relationship between this work and the Symposium :s
an intimate one. As further evidence of this relationship, and of the subterranea..
dialogue taking place between the Iwo associates of Socrates who authored these
works, consider the following: both works are concerned to address the hubris of
Socrates and Socratic philosophy; the Symposium is- the only dialogue of Plato's in
which Aristophanes, the famed accuser of Socrates, appears in person; and (perhaps
the most revealing point for our present purposes) the young Pheidippides who is
corrupted by Socrates in The Clouds is in actuality a pale caricature of the
historical Alcibiades, being preoccupied with horse matters and- chariot races, and
speaking with a discernable lisp (cf.l1.14-16,27,74,83,862,1381).

-
o

o —
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beauty Lhaﬁe had_with -his ‘wise- priestess on several occasions. Thus, whereas this eulogist

.

competition was set in motion by the proposal that each man present should recite a beautiful

* oration in honour of Eros, and whereas Socrates was the first -to lend his support to this

C-

1

motion (177a-¢), the philosopher nevertheless depar! from ?f@‘o rms of the initial agreement

. . Y
in his 'speech, offering a lengthy dialogic encounter u. place of a rhetorical or poetic

monologue. . -

The Erotic Middle ,
In both Diotima's disc and the d}alogue between Socrates and Agathon which
ﬁrecedes i1, we learn that Eros is not, after all, beautiful, as the tragic poet had asserted it to

be. Inasmuch as eros is "love of " something, the lover necessarily lacks, or is deficient in the

possession of, that which his eros is of, or that towards which his erotic passions drive him ¢

~

(ZOOaQ?e); and, as it is beauty which incites man's erotic longings, it follows that eros, as love_' »

with Yegard to the beautiful, is not itself beautiful, but rather lacl_is that beauty which it long§_
to possess (201a-b,202b).** While intended to demonstrate that eros resides mid-way between
beauty and ugliness, we should note that this argument further reveals to us that eros IS

essentially selfish and acquxsmve by nature, Emergingv from a condition of radical'
14

LIS

insufficiency or needfulness, the erotic impulse is not altrulsuc as Agathon had contended, but

»

instéad it manifests the 10\?61"3 desire to_acquire that which conduces to his own n4l'xap;’)incss,'

S We must note that, at least superficially, this argument derived from Diotima
and employed by Socrates to prove that eros is beautiful, is patently SOphlSllC
Following its summation, one, would have to for example, that a -
handsome man never loved a beautiful woman, or that the beautiful Alctbiades never
loved Socrates, within whom he saw an ingomparable uty.” The sophistry enters
the argument at 201b, where Agathon is -compell agree that if sqme X loves
some Y, is beautiful, then X, as a lover ‘who lacks and desires to possess Y,
is lacking in &auty altogether. Clearly, this log oneously construes - the instance
of beauty as consummate beauty, or falsely dsserts that no beauty can be pamat
However, what we wish ‘to say in this case is that the object of the lover's eros
is beafmful that the lover therefore lbngs to possess that parucular instance of
beauty that he lacks, and that the lover is therefore deficient in the possession of
some beauty, but not all. Only in this way can we account for a man like
Alcibiades, who is simultaneously most beautiful and possessed by a most powerful’
eros. (Cf. Martha Nussbaum, "The Speech of Alcibiades: A Reading of Plato’s
Symposium”, Philosophy and Literature,v.3,1979,pp.131-72).

—
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"namely the Jbeautiful and th’e,goo‘d (204d-205‘a). Moreover, as an impulse directed towards
rectifying, and thus towards eliminating, a condition of self -incofnpleteness, eros emerges in

th'- accoum'as'an impulseﬂto motion or aclivity, as a motive energy of the lover which is

5

antithetical 10 rest or peacé in the soul.*® As one discerning commentator has characterized it,

)

e K B . . . .8 d .' » ) s . .
Diotima’s eros represents the daimonic "intentionality" of mortal existence?’: his eros aroused
LY : ) .

by Beauty, the lover is impellé_d towards the object of his passions, desiring to appropriate to

e

'ﬁimSélf that which he lacks, and refusing to 'aborp his erotic qﬁes; short of its acquisition.
,Contrary ..longathovn's contemion'thét' the ‘divine Eros is prbduétive of peace and friendship
:‘- (195¢), the daemonic eros of Diotima appears more as a restlessdesiref or power after power;
as an élcquis_itive impulse rooted in the nature of animate being, whijch imparts motion and
vitality to aﬁ othet‘wiée ineft state. These fwo unspoken premises regarciing the nature of eros
-- its essential selfishness and acquisitivéhess,‘l and its connection with motion ar;d change as
opposed to rest and f)ermanence -- must be born in mind as we proceed further into the"_
straﬁ,ger's enigmatic account. |
E _Frbm Diotima's discussion of the nature of eros we léarn that love is at once a
metap_ﬁ‘ysicai and psychological phenomenon or principle. Eros is the middle thing (tvo
métd,yﬁ) 'residing m the intermediate realm between the mortal and the immortal, being neithér
man nor god Eutl a ‘great daemon. Couched ‘in suitably theoiogical language, Diotima's
M_M_,_»_d‘c‘sgiptioh of the power of this daemonic being emphasizes the unity or togetherness to which
the’ erotic impulse as;ires: the divine does not hth;, diréct intercourse with the human, nor the
human\with the divine® rather, the daemonic Eros bridges the chasm which divides the mortal
_'\, and the‘i'mmortal realms, "interpreting and ferryihg to gods things from human beings, and-to
. "‘hu,ma-n beihgs things.f}o_rn g?ds", and "filling up”. the intir\\gl between \the two sﬁch that thé
whole is bpuhd together with itself (202¢-203a). Hence, in agreement with Eryxirha‘chus‘
v (cF.‘1%6a_-b);, ‘_Dbibtima expa’ndé tHe horizon of eg‘és to embrace the whole of the natural
»/ko;%aﬁés.'w'hilb erotic passion undeniably has the power to cause a most frightful disorder in |
“’Fb‘r an im{gre;u'ng 34ld insightful " diséu“ssion of this dimension of _Diotima's‘ eros ,
and of its role. in the overall drama of the dialogue, see Roger Hornsby;
"Significant Action in the Symposium", The Classical Journal, v.52, 1956, pp.37-40.
"Stanley Rosen, Plato's Symposium (Yale- University Press, New Haven, 1968),p4.

It
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human and non-human life (207a-b), eros, the stranger suggests, is at root a principle of
order or attraction in animate nature, ensuring an essential connection between_ the ﬁlortal and”
the immortal as it serves to bind together the "historical” world of generation and decé;y with
the trans-historical realm of permanent form. Passionate love, ofethe kind which causes

§
. beings tc lesire to associate or 'be together' with one another, exerts its influence to the very

\
\

core Qf animate exiStence_, and the union or i‘nterpenslration of form and matte: .o the
perceptible or sentient realm, in the "middle world" of experience, may thus be understood as
essentially erotic in character.? Havirig the power to render a plurality-a unity, eros is that
-intermediate dynamism which imparts a synthetic oneness to the diversity of particulats in
nature, and which thereby causes the natural world to cohere as a true universe: The Hesiodic
couplet invoked by Phaedrus to open tl}e eveni‘hg's praise of Eros would thus appear to be
ratified by Diotima's logos: éros-is indeed a regulative principle of nature, binding together
the.changeable and‘ the permahent,‘ and -introducing cosmic order into a primo‘rdial chaos

d

(cf.178b).7

Bgt by far the greatest emphasis in Diotima's teaching is f)lajccd upvorr the
psychological dimensiqn of eros, or upon the rolé of eros as a master desire of the soul and a
directive principle of human activitly. Owing to his generation through Poros and. Pe'n:ia,
resourcefulness and poverty, the daemonic Eros is charagterized by an incessant needfulness
whi;h places his nature mid-way Between mortal ihcomplcteness and divine self -sufficiency
(203b-204a). As a principle of the mortal soul, then, Diofima‘s eros has its origin in a lack of ’

self -sufficiency, and it represents in itself a yearning for completeness, a longing of mortal

beiﬁgs to be perfect and whole like the immortal go-

BThe sexual transmission of the distinctive 'look' (eidos) of a being to its offspring
may be understood as a basic instance of this erotic union of form and matter in
.the perceptible realm (cf.208¢). Through sexual or procreative activity, members of a
species impose their genotype upon inert matter, thereby reproducing their form
(with, of course, a substantial degree of variation, yet nevertheless ‘with a surprising
degree of similarity). Hence, erotic (i.e., reproductive) activity would appear to
consist in the exercise of creative (or, for that matter, destructive) power, in the
imposition of form upon matter by the erotic agent.

» Cf. Hesiod, Theogony, 11.116-7. Yet consider also 11.120-2:"...then Eros, sOTpassing
every immortal in beauty,/ who, a loosener of limbs, brings all immortals and
mortals / under his power, and makes them unable to think as they should.”
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Despite many obvious similarities, the Diétimaic account of the erotic incompleteness
of human beings thus differs mérkedly from the tragic incompleteness that Aristophanes had
attributed to human nature earlier in the Symposium. For the priestess denies that it is the
desire of each soul to find its unique complement, it distinctive other half, which is the

g

source of human eroticism (205¢), but rather the analysis she provides to the young Socrates
suggesfs that eros orig{nates in the very mortality of man (indeed, of all mortal creatures), or
in the fact that human life is bounded and structured by a horizon of temporality. Unlike
both the divine '(which enjoys a being eternal) and utter nothingness, mortal beings reside in
the 'middle world' of genesis or becoming, and both individuals and species are forever
coming-into-beir;g and passing away. Ma‘n is a being who is born ‘with death as in inevitable
certai;m\y, and this temporal limitatiLon‘ on his being in the world serves as a constant and
painful- reminder of the divide which éepara;es his nature from that of the immortal gods he
worships. Yet human nature. will not rest content with this temporal déf iciency or
incompleteness. Recoiling from death as the. temporal end which 'finishes offh' human being,
‘man pursues a superhuman immortality through (literally) 'poetry’, through the making or
- producing (poesis) of things which occupy the world external to the soul of the maker and
which may survive him after he has succumbéd to his mortality; things which extend the
individual identity of the sélf through space and time (cf.205b-d). This poetic pursuit of
imrrllortalit);, the unQillingness of man to simply accept his fundamental mortality and the
atlf;rript to approximaté eternal being through procreative activity, is what Diotima calls eros,
the principél' motor of all animate existence. °

Man is thus ah erotic being inasmuch as he is an 'historical' being. Strung like a rope
over an abyss betv\'ee:} not being and being eternal, man resides within the intermediate realfn
. of “historicity or temporality, being himself a curious erotic union of form and matter, body
and soul (cf.207d-¢). But unlike sub-human forms of life which share occupancy of the
historical realm, man is blessed (cursed?) with a consciousness of his mortality: he alone

entertains notions of the infinite and the immortal and of his distance from these

trang-temporal states of being, and cons_equently he alone of the beings can consciously strive
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to transcend the temporal horizon of life through 'poetic’ activity.’® In Diotima's account,

then, eros would appear to be essentially hubristic in all of its diverse manifestations: as an

instinctual jmpulse which drives a human being to seek immortality through procreation or
generation in beauty (206e), eros represents the human' loﬁging to commune with the divine,
to achieve a condition of self-sufficiency and eternal being. All erotic‘ motion, all erotic
activity\, is at root directed towards_a hubristic self -overcoming or self -negation; towards the
transcendence of motion and change and the attainment of rest and permanence; towards
usurping the station cf the divine. |

In a claim that is likely -to strikg ll;lS as more than. slightly paradoxical, Diot_ﬁﬁa
identifies philosophy, the lové and pursu-éi.”c‘)'\f wisdom, as the paradigm of the poetic and
hubristic eros. Whereas Socrates would argée m ﬁook X of the Republic that philosophy and
poetry remain fundamentally irreconcilabfé due to their respective felationships 10 natufc,“dr
due to the fact that the former aims at a rat,ignal discovery of nature’s fundamental
architecture while the latter seeks to fashion a beatific horizon of convention which masks
nature from the view of .men, the Mantinean stranger here conflates these two human
endeavours, pronouncing philosophy the exemplification of poetry or making, the highest
manifestation of erotic activity which strivgs to create immortal virtue through genesis in
beauty. The needfulness of human beings, the longing for wh’oleness and immortality which
informs the human consciousness, is epitomized, the priestess declares, by the I;hilosophcr,

whose painful awareness of his deficiency in beauty/nobility (ro kq.lon)“ and goodness

.

% This in no way means to suggest thal most men are conscious of th.. essential
eroticism, or of the erotic character of their activity (i.e., that it aims al
immortality), but simply that man is unique among forms of. animate life in that
he has the potential to consciously pursue the transcendence of moruality, and, to
make this erotic striving a matter of conscious or philosophic reflection. Indeed, in
the taxonomy of lovers which Diotima later provides for Socrates, the vast majority
of men (208e-212a), being lovers of bodies who instinctively pursue immortality ‘
through physical procreation, would appear to share more in cqmmon with the
beasts than they do with the higheg kinds of lovers--the poets proper, the
legislators, and the philosophers--who are "pregnant in soul” (cf.with 207a-d).

UTo preserve the multiple meanings of the Greek to kalon, 1 shall henceforward
render it as beauty/nobility. The range of to kalon is great, :xiending from
instances of physical beauty to what we might refer to as nobility in men and
deeds -- the Greeks saw an essential beauty in virtue or excellence. This dual sense
of kalon must be born in mind when studying Socrates' recollection, and when

%
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compels him to pursue wisdom as one of the most beautiful things, and to make himsglf ~open
to the whole of the kosmos which transcends his particular circle of experience and personal
attachments. )

In teaching knowledge of eros to Socrates, then, Diotima implicitly exhorts the young
philosopher to acquire self -knowledge; to gain an awareness of his lack of self -suff iciency in
beauty/nobili»ty and virtue as a precondition to genuine philosophizing, or to the pursuit of

genuinc psychic completeness. Most men, the stranger maintains, lacking beauty/nobility,
fi%oodness, and intelligence, are ‘precisely for that reason of the opiniop that they are
self -sufficient in these qualities.of soul, and cohsequently that they are in need of nothing: in
their vulgar ignorance the many are oblivious to their vulgarity and lack of completeness, and
believe that they have no need to pursue the virtues characteristic of the true or natural
gentleman (kalos kagathosilit.:"a noble and good man"). As a prerequisite to the pursuit of
wisdom and the noble virtue it spawns, there must be a liberation f rofn this ignorance -- a
recognition of the soul's deficiency with respect to virtue must precec}e the erotic quest for
that which-is lacking. This conjunction of eros and self-knowledge in Diotima's teacling
~would thus appear to make some sense of Socrates' seemingly hubristic slaim in the
Symposium that- he possesses expert knowledge of erotic matters (177d).** For ultimately,
knowledge of eros translates into a self -conscious awareness that one has but incomplete
(i.e.,'erotic') opinions regarding the highest questions, and thatnone consequen\tly is lacking in
wisdom or knowledge of the virtues which conduce to gemleiﬁanh’ness: to know eros is to
know that one knows nothing, and Socrates’ hlghly unusual assertion of expert understandmg

is, 1romcall\ equivalent to his customary and humble professmn of ignoranee (cf. 198&1)/ To

know the erotic things is to expose the horizon of opinion as mere opinion, as thought which .

Y(cont'd) attempting to unravel Alcibiades’ amblguous praise- of the daemonic
philosopher.

% Cf. also Theages, 128b, where Socrates claims more skjll in erotika than anyone
else of the past or present. Presumably this claim would encompass Diotima as well!
We should also note that while the philosopher first claims in the Symposium that
he has expert knowlcdge (epistasthai) of erotic matters, he later speaks of his being
‘clever’ (demos) in erotika (198c-d). Deinos may also mean 'awesome'.or
"terrifying .
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pertains to the intermediate realm of becoming, and which remains incompfcte with\ respect to
the being of the virtues. To know eros is t0 .be drawn to philosophize in the attempt to
transcend the incompleteness of opinion and the opinable realm through the acquisition of -
~ knowledge. Even lovers of truth, it seems, are in need of gadflies to sting. ther_n to

wakefulness if they are to avoid complacency and the temptations of comforting

dogmatism.*’

Love, Beauty, and the Good

To fulf,illlhis erbs, Diotima tells the young Socrates, the lover, whether he be
philosophic or non-philosophic by nature, must undertake to discharge his erotic powér
through prdcréation Or generation in beauty/nobility. Comfary to common opinions on the
matter, the priestess now asserts, eros is vt ‘undamentally a love of the beautiful/noble for
itself, nor is it a desire for that other half which, if acquired, would render one whole; rather,
-eros is at oot the love and pursuit of the good, which alone brings happiness .to a human
being (204e-205a,205d-e). Eros is indeed feieogica] or goal-directed in character, yet its goal
~or end (telos) is the good (to agathon) rather than t-hc beautiful/noble (to kalon): beay\tif ul
things and h'urnan beings may incite passionate (and painful) longings in the soul of the Tgver,
and prompt him to pursue »the beauty which so inspires him, yet what the eros of the lover
really desires and wishes to possess is the gqod and the immor‘tality which accrues 10.one
through procreation in beauty. Whileit appears as love in regard to the beautiful/rioble, eros
is in ;ctuality love of "engendéring an"g bi’inging to birth in-the beautiful/noble” and love of
"the good's being one's own always"‘('296e;,207a). ) |

Thus, inasmuch as its work or fur}ction (ergon) is to attain "immortality with good"
for the Ulover, eros, we might say, is love of the beautiful/noble only incidentally or
ins[ruméntally Owing to the character of eros, .Diotimé maintains hur;lan nature instinctivcly |

or unconsciously longs to "give birth” or to procreatc yet it lacks the power (ou dunatal) to |

33 Note Diotima's reprovals of Socrates' ignorance of erotic matters (201e,204b 207c)
Indeed, this harsh educator is not above laughing openly at her pup11 s obtuscness
(202c;cf .219¢). : :
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do so in ugliness. Engendering or procreation (genesis), she tells the yc;ung Socrates, is

immortal or divine in itself, _anh\only the beautiful/noble is fitting for the divine; )

consequently, it is only the beautiful/noble which makes possible the transition from erotic
“p:egnancy" to "childbirth ", or which allows the lover to create those poetic products which
immortalize his will (206c-e).** The lover's innate eros of the good, and his love of eternal
being as one of the gr?atestigoods, craves for external vessels through which it might
discharge its' power and create ‘immortalizingboffspring; and for this procreative purpose it is
instinétively dra'wn towards the beautiful/noble, and repelled by the ugly/shameful (aischros).
The end of eros is the possession of the good in perpetuity, and the beautiful/noble is desired
and sought after as the means, or the instrument through which this immortality may be
pursued. : |

This point of Diotima's speech--the point to which Aristophanes apparently wished to
object--is exceedingly strange. Indeed, judging from the evidence that the priestess offers to
the young Socrates as proof of her assgrtion that eros wills the good, one is tempted to
contludé'that this woman never associated with human beings, and that she accordingly
- remained ignorant of the passions which move men's souls. For Diotima herg suggests to
Socrates that man's rational desire to possess the good necessarily and always rulé's over his
passionate attraction to beautiful and pleasurable things, and to those things which he
considers his own. Human beings, she claims, would w‘illivngly have their limbs amputated if
they considered them to be base or harmful (ponera)--no man cleaves to his own things
uniess he also. judgesfthose things to be good, or at least good for him (205¢). Yet clearly,

this analysis concentrating upoﬁ, physical heaith or the goods of the body ignore$ the human

~ -

"t is a most curious feature of Diotima's teaching that the intercourse follows
rather than precedes "pregnancy”: ail humans (206¢), indeed all mortal natures
(207d), be they male or female, are pregnant with either physical or psychic
"offspring”, and at a certain erotic prime they long to give birth through
intercourse with the beautiful/noble.(Cf. Harry Neumann, ™Diotima's Concept of
Love", American Journal of Philology, 86(1), 1965). That is, Diotima either
eliminates the fertilization role usually ascribed to the male and thereby makes love
exclusively a "woman's game", or she collapses the distinction between male and
female roles in procreatiom and renders eros androgynous, just like that ancient
"third face" that Aristophanes spoke of.

<
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fondness for the Lﬁings which are familiar or one's own irrespective of a rational asﬁéssmem
of their inherent goodness. Indeed, while a man might willingly paﬂ with his li_mbs and organs
if he recognized them to be harmful, it is unlikely that he woﬁld so easily dissociaté himself
from his children, for e)fample, if he came to a realization that they were bad or evil. In fact,
his fondness:for his chiidren and the pleasure they bring him might well prejudice his
judgement regarding their inherent goodneES or badness. Men love their own--their own
families, their own polities, their own ways of life--an.d they implicitly hold that such familiar
things and point's of referencé rep-osent. the good. This primary identification of the good
with on;:'s own wqQuld seem both natural.and beneficial, inasmuch as it imparts integrity both

to the family ang’ civil society, and serves as the source of strong friendships. Contrar'y 10

Diotima's explic hing regarding eros in humvan life, men are not compulsively rational.
Their attraction to thingd which appear beautiful and‘whiﬂch please them is rarely submitted io
the tribunal of rez;son fory a judgement regarding the goodneés ot virtue of their beloved;
indeed, the man who pauges in the middle of his ~cduc ..on of a beautiful woman to ref’le.ct
upon her virtue or goodness is likely to forfeit tne very rzauty ahd,pleasure he longed to
acquire. While reason clearly exerts a power over the passionate faculty of the soul, it often
broves unable to keep a man from pursuing things which are pleasing despite the harm that )
these things and the pursuit might ultimately cause him. -

Hence, in asserting that human beings (unlike animals;cf.207b) display a rational
indifference to their own and to things which please tpcm, Diotima justifies Socrates
description of her as a perfect sophistes or "wise one” (208c). For Diotima's account of the
human love of beauty and the‘good is appropriate for(*% hyper-rational being, a being devoid
of the irrational loves which move most men, yet it faus to account for the apparent tension
between reason and passion in the souls of less rational beings. While such a ratiofal stance
toward the good might well represent the ideal towards which human beings should aim,
nevertheless it oBscures the primary identif ication of the good with the pleasing and one's own

which actually prevails among more complex souls, among beings possessing spiritedness and

appetitive desire in addition to reason. Diotin%apparcmly sees no tension between réason and



28

erotic passion in the human soul, yet our natural awareness of the divisions within ourselves
reveals to us the limitations of her analysis. It may well be that no man pursues a beauty that
he does not also consider-to be good, but this does not further entail that all men have
knowledge about 'what is truly good (or even good for them), or that they even care to devote
their reason to addressing this question. Whereas Diotima claims that human beings love only
those beautiful thihgs which are good, reflection upon the actual behaviour of men reveals
that the hﬁman animal's perception of the good is 6f ten biased by his attraction to beauty ‘and
pleasure. In short, for men who fail to attain Diotifna's high standards of rationality,
pleasure itself counts as one of the greatest goods. That Aristophanes wished to object to
Diotima's logos suggests that the comic poet recognized the crucial defect in’the stranger's.
account of ‘ros, and that unlike this perfect wise one he understands that the love of "o'rie":s :

own and the _ove of the good itself rarely harmbnize ‘n human life.

Philosophy and the Erotic Turn

In the higher mysteries which conclude Socrates' recollection, Diotima portrays the '
philosophic lover's ascent towards the beautiful itself (autovw to kalon) in his pursuif of
immortality with the g"ood. In ordet to generate that true virtue which alone makes a man ,
friendly of dear to a god (theophiLg_{) and immortal, Diotima maintains, the lover must .
sublimate his eros, directing it from the material to the immaterial; from bodieé to souls, and
ultimately towards a t;uly divine form of beauty which is "pure, clean, unmixed", itself
neither erotic-nor bounded by space and iime. Philosophy is-thus the highest expression of the -
poetic Or procreative eros in man and nature, as it alone of all ways of life or ero£ic
orientations allows a human being to 'have intercourse with' (sunontos;lit: 'be with') this
divine beauty itself, and thereby to give birth to true Qinue rather than merely its phantom
images (211e-212a). As the love and pursuit of wisdom, the eros of fhe philosopher is
ultimately indifferent to the historical or tempbral realm in which human life unfolds, and to
the goods pursued by men within that 'middle world' (cf.211d), for it channels its power

upwards, aiming at a transcendent apprehension of the permanent beings which structure and
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animate the intermediate world of incessant becoming.

Yet inasmuch, as his eros is most sublime, inasmuch as his efotic pursuit proceeds by
way of dialectical understanding and terminates in an inteﬁection of architectonic ideas
(212a7, the philosopher would appear to be the most hubristié_ of lovers. By making his soul
truly virtuous and self -sufficient throﬁgh noetic intercourse with the beautiful/noble-itself,
Diotima tells Socrates, the lover of wisdom may become a friend to -z.a god, and immortal as
well as far as this is possible for a human being. But true friendship?a friendship which
transcends mere pleasure or utility and which expresses a true community .of sentiment,
necessarily presumes a harmony of perspectives and a measufe of equality. This highest form
of ‘f'riendship presumes that the friends or lovers valuc similar ends, and that they remain
;r'oughlv equal in the talents an& vif'tues which conduce to achieving those ends, if they are to
smcerely pursue some good in common while maintaining mutual respect and admiration.’* To

Y Nt
_the extent lhal he wishes t0 dxvorce hxmself from human beings and become a friend 10 a god,

. ! r |

“-'*l! *’-atﬁen thcy phxlosopher desires, and preSumes himself capable of achieving, equality with the
SRR LAY AP A
ivxr%rche'dg@m to unite the divine component of his soul, his reason, with the beings Wthh

f self overcommg( the philosophic lover deplcted by Diotima

5.
"

" : uy with all lesser erotic men. For whereas the telos of the

N ,-
shgre%x}a:gg; pifes

phllosepner T

T A,fistdue, ‘Nicomachean Ethics, BUS657-30,1158a1, 115

.
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“the acgﬁsidon of understanding through reason, that he is able to achieve with regard to the

giful/noble itself is merely instrumental to the erotic—pursuit. That is, on Diotima's

B

A @unt, wisdom is decidedly not the end of philosophy. The vision or -understanding of-the

e i ings is to be valued and sought after by the philosopher for its_reproductive potential and

S

7o

' .g:zipacity; for its use as a receptacle in which he might discharge his erotic power, and through
Wthh he might generate in himself the highest virtue that would make him dear to and equal
t with the gods. Philosophy, it seems, must ultimately be und&svtood as the quest for the good,
as a pursuit wh@h yields knowledgevof the best life fdr a hunjan being. Reason thus appears
as epiphenomchal of the instinctual eros which resides at the core of even the philosopher's
“soul, and the quest for a rational apprehension of the trans-historical in nature as but a
means to transcending the temporal or erotic incompleteness of human life .**
A4¥Diotima ponréys this ascent to the vision of the divine beautiful itself, it is clear
.that the lover must initiate his pursuit of immorializing virtue by associating with and
- studying the human things, human beings and their cities (cf .210c). A lover of wisdom may
acquire access to the trens-historical idea of beauty, the priestess instructs Socrates, only |
through the "correct practice of pederasty” (211c); only by loving and having intercourse with
beautiful/noble youth},»and by beholding the beautiful/noble in human pursuits, laws, anc
"s.ciences. That is, the philosophic attempt to ascend beyond the realm of historicity which
~orders human life requires that the lover begin his ascent from within that temporal horizon,
taking as suitable subjects for rational inquiry the fnaterial and formal properties of the
'r;liddle world' which participate somehow in the being of the beautiful as images or shadows.
The erotic pu}suit of true virtue and happiness, of true self-sufficiency, thus demands that
one "work through” the human things: to b(;n'row an image frou: the Republic, the
philosopher must turn his reason to the cave-life of the city for the sake of, in the end,
irans&ending ‘that shadowy domain of human opinion. Knowledge of eros‘ultimately entails
that the philosopher recognize his lack of self -sufficiency in making his ascent T rom the cave;

that he acquire an awareness of his essential dependency upon the human things, and upon

“Neumann, "Diotima's Concept of Love", pp.42-3.
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" the political association in which human life unfolds.

Here, then, we would secm to be_ provided an account- of" the Socratic ‘turn’; of that
Socratic revolution in philosophy which established the sovereignty of pelitical philosophy. To
acquire that *cicar vision of beauty/nobility which alone conduces to immortality, the

philosopher must first direct his eros downwards towards the cities of men, and begin by

loving human bodies and human souls in order that he might ascend from there to a purely

formal understanding of the beautiful. Philosaphy's fum o the human things -- an
epistemological turn which is fundamentally eroti in character -- wo. ~ thus seem premised
upon an ontological connection between the human and the 'divine' in :he natural universe; a
connection between the being of man aﬁd the superhumaﬂ idéas or beings which provide the
architecture for all of nature. With're‘gard to the most important questions, questions
concerning virtue and nobility, nature would appear to grant the mind no direct access to
5

what is in truth, but rathér demands of man that he come to apprehend the being of such

things through sustained inqﬁiry into the political affairs of human beings. The studv of fleas,

gnats, and the revolutions of the moon wilk not yield the philosophef\the divine wisdom which

his eros craves, for only the human thing' .

the human.*’ '
,4.’ ) -~ ) '
But how are we to understand this ontological connection, such that philosophy must
s :

! ;T ‘ . ) .
of necessity be practicedas political philosgp«h)?, or as a philosophy concerned with the affairs

and virtues of men? Inasmuch as it is the relationship between the human form of being and’
the ideas which grounds philosophy's erotic turn, then this connection would appear to be one
which is mediated by reason or the rational sagd. Of the forms df life which occupy the
middle or historical world, ma- al ne has the capacity for self-conscious reflection: the
uniqueness of human nature consists in man's possession of Lh¢ power of speech and reason
(logos), and in the fact that he is the only being for whom justice, nobility, and the good are
matters of deliberation and conscious action. Possessing reason in addition to the passionate

and appetitive faculties, the human form of being thus comprehends in its nature the

D
h

¥ See The Clouds, 1.140-173.
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atm’ﬁutes of all lower order§ of life -- man is the being who occupies uthe épex of the natural -
order. In order to comprehend the nature of nature itself, to acquire an understanding of the
very. forrn of the natural world, then, one must initiate one's investigation with human being,
that being which incorporates the properties of all inferior forms of being, zmg the only bemg
* for whom the nature of the beings 1§ itsell an issue. The human and pohuca‘ thmgs wthe for
all practical purposes autonamous, nevertheléss remain theoreueavli‘; dependent ugon the, . |
subhuman and thc superhuman in nature, and Lhus the attempt 10 a‘é@,ﬂre -a émoptlc 5
uriderstanding of the natural universe must begin from that which is better knu;wn‘ 10 man; it
must begin with man himself, the most complex of beings, who occupies the apex of the
natural hierarchy, who alone desires to know, and who-alone makes nature herself a subject
of speech and thought.*

Yet man is distinctively\ political. His very needfulness, his eroticism, propels him into '
a common or shared way of life in polit-al association®’, and his lack of divine virtue
requires that he make laws and d;crees to govern this common way of life and to enforce
standards of public justice. To study vthe human things as a route to a&tuiririg a transcendent
understanding of the beings consequently entails tha: one investigate the political setting of
human life. 1t demands that one study the polis in which man becomes distinctively human, in
which the ful variety of human nature is put on display, and ip which human beings
deliberate and make known their opinions on questions <of justice, nobility and the good. As
Socrates remarks in the Phaedrus, that other dialogue devoted to a C@%igeration of Eros, the "

trees in the countryside can teach him nothing of importance to a human being, whereas men

in the cities are able to offer him this valuable instruction.*® It is thus more than prudence

“Consider the following from Allan Bloom, commenting on Leo Strauss' pursuit of
philcsophy “after the fashion of Socrates: "Without forgetting being, he turned away
from its contemplation to the contemplauon of man--who is both the being capable
of longing to know being and the most mterestmg of the beings, the o hich
any teaching about being must. most of all sprehend. To begin with he" human
things, to save them from reduction to the n@isthuman and to- understand their
distinctiveness, was the Socratic way."("Leo Striubs”, Political Theory,2(4), November
1974,p.377). : ‘

** Republic, 369b ff. ‘

** Phaedrus, 230d:"You must pardon mie, 0 best one. For I am a lover of
learning; but on the one hand, the things of the country and the trees do not

rlw
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which demands of ‘philosophy.i-hat 1t compromise the puri‘ty or abstractness of reason and
besome Jself -consciously; 'political’ in character. The véry order of the k_os’mbs. the ert;ﬁé
connection 'between the human soul ‘;md the first principles of nature wﬁiéh secu{eé a .
conﬁﬁxﬁity between the di_vine and the mortal, compels genuine lovers of wisdom to -"callv"
philqsb‘phy down from t}’le heavens and set her into the cities of meft" as the only poss‘iblé
path to. the attainment of a trans-political and trans-temporal understandiifg. For the. saké éf f
ascending f rdm the cave, _Diotima teaches Socrates, the philosophic lover must first- make ca\:/c"\

reality, the distinctively human realm of speech and opinion, thé subject of his p.hiliosobhical

inquiry and the object of his erotic drive. » i —

P

Yet, at the same time as it accounts for the Socratic motive in founding/ political
philosophy, Diotima’s instruction of the yourig Socrates would seem to render rhat motive

problematic, thereby alerting us to the radical, and fundamentally erotic, {ension which

- obtains between philosophy and the city. For inasmuch as his eros has as its true end the

"immortaiity with good” which flows from intercourse with the divine, the philosophic lover's
'turn’ to the human things and his practice of political philosophy has (onegagain) a purely
in: .ental or utilitarian character. The man driven by his eros to apprehend beauty/nobility

A}

in its fullness and perfection, and therein to give birth to immortalizing virtue, is engaged ini a

.radi'cally' selfish pursuit, and to attain this selfish end he uses human beings and the human

things (i.e., pursuits, laws, sciences), inferior répresentations of the being of the beautiful,

~solely as means to transcending the cave of political life and to generating his personal good.

On Diotima's account, then, political philosophy is but a prolegomenon to first philosqphy.
The genuine lover of wisdom dbes indeed ‘furn’ to the pl)litical things, yet his motive in so
doing rematns fundameptally trans-political or sublim~e‘ in tcharacter, insofa%- .as he5 desires
ultixhétely 1o travel bevond the horizon of the city to a ‘;vast open sca of the beautiful” wl;ich
makes human beauty appear ugly by cor;lparisbn. and worthy qnl§' of disdain (y‘zi\ld-e)'.

When wé submit ‘the ascent gcscribed by the stranger to closcr exémiﬁation, this

problcmaticddimension of political philosophy becomes still clearer. By proceeding through six

“*(cont’d) wish to teach me anything, on the other hand the men in the towns

do.” (My translation).

L
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stages of ‘aes'thetic pcrcepiion and understanding, the lov~‘ wisdom is exhorted to progress
dialectically f fom a material understanding of the beautiful 10 an ever purer compréhensionlof ‘
the beauty inherent in ,f, orm. The philosopher begins by loving one beautiful body, yet moves
quickly to a love of all beautiful bodies as he :ecognizes the essential identity of all material
instantiations of beauiy. Next, in coming to understand that the beauty in souls is more
4 vnonourab}e thén that in thé quy, he turns to loving souls, in order that he miéht take the
fourth step ahd behold the beauty inherent in human. affairs and laws (or, "customs”;
nomoi). Fif thly,' he must lead his belo;/ed on to the 'sciences’ (epistemés;lit;: 'knowledges"),
s'p that he might himself see the beauty of khowledge itself, turning hix reason to a vast
éxpanse of unindividuated beauty and there giving birth to noble and mégnificent
(megaloprepeis) speeches and thoughts And finally, he must dxscern in thg‘t Dionysian realm,
that realm beyond md1v1duat10n and particularity, a smgle science or g;lsxjiedge which has as@‘
its object the idea of beauty itsell . and he must generate through the divmy: beautiful that
true viriue which elevates him to the status of a god (210a-211a). But notice a curious
feature. After Diotima passes beyond the stage involving beauty in souls, "love” (eros is
purged from the account: the philosopher sees (idein) and "beholds ‘or contemrlates
(théasthai) the higher fonhs of human béauty, but he does not love themr (210c-d).** The
lover .of wisdom meither loves nor stands in awe of the beauty/nobility inherent in the
varchitec.:ture‘ of the city, or in the laws aﬁd customs which order human life: inasmuch as they
are worthless and ugly in comparison with real beauty, he merely employs these human things
as "steps for.going up" (epgnabathmois,illc), steps over which he 'rr;ust traverse in puisuit of

his personal good. In his imest -for'wisdombthe philosopher, we might say, walks all over the |

city. , o | R
“Well might philosophy reap the greatest reproaches of public-spirited men (183a). In
its selfishness and hubris, the eros peculiar to the philosopher emerges in this account as

| .
9] ‘was pleased to discover that Neumann also notigés this peculiar (and quite
- radical) feature of the ascent.("Diotima's Concept” of Love”, p.44). However, he
does not further consider its' significance to the phxlosopher s relationship to the
politjcal com ty but merely takes it as one more piece of evidence that eros 1s
.fuﬁﬂamemally etic. or creative rather than contemplative. -

N
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altogether devoi'd.of civic attachment, and consequently as unjust and more than slightl):
treasonous. While previ“ous speakers had praised Eros-for his justice, and for his power to
contribute directly to harmony and - friendship in the political associalion
(182a,185b, 188d 196b-c,d), justice is conspxcuously absent in Diotima's catalogue of eros'
atmbutes’-gmd‘ with good. reason, it seems~(203d-e;cf .212b-c). For the erotic relationship
between the philosopher and the city that is depicted ih the stranger's logos appears decidedly
non-Teciprocal, even parasitic, in .character. The lover of wisdofn takes from the city, but he
does not appear to givé';i_n return. He employs beautiful/noble. human beings andi regimes as
means to his erotic fulfillment, and he therein acquires from the city a good which i
ihstrumentzzl to his achievement of the highest good, yet he ¢ 25 not appear 0 sharc with
those whom he us‘_’es,v"a concern for the we]-fare _of the political 4community or a Jlove of the
common good, and consequently'he would seem to be no f rienh to the city.*” The philosophic
_ eros drives a man into a pu_rsu‘it which creates a great d.ivfde between his good and the good: of

«

the political association a divide comparable in breadth to that which separates the respective

goods of the divine and :the mortal. Through his superhuman striving the phllosopher longs o .-

,--v"‘-'

!

political life is beauty/noblhty rather than _]LlS[lCC and clearly these Lwo need not coincide.*

So in not loving the city, in not carmg for the regime and the _]USUCC that it.articulates and

N ;
. ** Consider Thrasymachus' indictment of Socrates in Book I of the Republic:

" ..unwilling to teach, he goes around learning from others, ‘and does not even give
thanks to them."(338a). A T ,
“ For a particularly poetic statement of the pote conflict between these two
human -concerns, consider the words orus in Euripides' Electra, 1.1051:
"Justice is in your words, but justiZ¢ can be ugly”. Indeed, that the administration
of justice in political life sometimes requires the performance of (retributive) actions
that demand a strong will and a stronger stomach, that just deeds need not always
be .beautiful/noble deeds, perhaps points out the necessity of courage or the
discipline of the spirit as a poMtlcal virtue. However, we should perhaps leave
ourselves open to the suggestxon that the carrying out of such shameful things, the
performance of ugly actions rtequired by justice, may itself be a highly noble
endeavour, one which bespeaks a great striving to serve justice even (perhaps) at
the cost of one's personal peace "of .soul. _
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admiristers, the philosophic-soul would secem to lack those qualities which are prized by good
citizens; specifically, he wéuld appear to lack that spirited love of one's own which can inspire
men to the heights of self-sacrifice in defence of their comrhunity and its way of life‘(205e).
Mcrreover, inasmuch as the philosopher is driven by his éros to have intercourse with the
beautiful/noble youth of the\'city', there is a real possibihty that he might in fact foster
corruption and decadence through the sel‘fish and hubristic exarnp]e that he sets. Treating his
personal good as pa.ram'o'unt, and lacking any positrvé altegiance to civic justice or the
common goc’, the philosopher appears to constitute a positive threat to the welfare of the
polis, as he leads (agagein) his beautiful/noble beloveds beyona the political horizon, beyond
the gommunity of ;hared opinron which is the city, in order that he might hjmself behold the
. beauty inhererrt in reason and understa‘rfciing (210c-d). | ) |

In.all fairness, though, we must recognize that Diotima does indeed off e1a defence of
phrlosoph\y against ‘thrs chaige of injustice and polmcal subversion, argumg that the
betterment of the youth constitutes a vital component of the philosophgr's ascent to the idea
éf beauty (2106)f That is, the portrait of philosophy in Socrates’ tecollection does account for
an incidental good which accrues to the C){y as a consequencz: of the philosop_her's' selfish and
hubriétic pursuit of thg good; narrlei,y, the promotion and elevation of civic virtu_e. In her
erotic lessons, ;;iotima provides Socrateé with a four-fold taxonomy of ‘lovers, categorized
undér the general headings of ‘bodily and péychic "pregnancy”; and we may liscern in each of
these erotic ways of life a symbiotic harmony of prrvate and polmcal goods, or a benefit
which 15\ conferred upon the city by the hubrrstlc and self -centred eros. First, the greater part
of mcn,‘who are "pregnant in their bodies”, pursue personal immortality through the phylsical
procreation of offspring -who carry some genetic remembrance of the self into the futiire -
(208¢). Through -their erotic activity.l then, such lovers of the body succeed in creating
successive generations of human beings to populate the ‘political community, and they thereby
contribute to perpetuating the life of the city: physical eros, the desire for self -reproduction
via sexual intercourse, harmorizes with political neééssif.y, ensuring the continuance of:ﬂi’e‘

collective identity of the polity (cf.192b). Secondly, Diotima describes to Socrases those. who
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are “pfegnant" in their souls, the poets, legislators, and philosophers, and she sx&c\sts the

public good which flows from their eroticism. In creating'péychicﬁ ‘offspring’, beautiful
accounts of heroes and their exploits, the good poets,' the Hesiods and the Homcfs. achieve
immortality t'hrough a lasting fame and remembrance in the minds of future readers and
listéners (209d). Yet (as Phaedrus' speech testifies), these mythic and poetic ‘p;rtrayals sc’rve

a vital political function as well, inspiring courage and nobility in those men who are moved

to imitate thé characters and deeds of their ancient predecessors, and to sacrifice themgelves in -

battle to defend the city (or its citizens) they love (179b-180b). Great legislators too,

Solons and Lycurguses who puféue ‘immortal glory through the eSLablishmenl of "new modes

11

and orders”™ or novel political archuectures create something which is of lasung benefit to the

political association (209d- e) To be remember&d f ondly 10. achlevc f amgy ramer lhan inf amy,

the man who pursues 1mmor1ahty through polmcal f oundlqg més" ‘&mve to sxre a wholcsome

noble, and powerful regime; to LIC&IC a moral foundamon for a cwlhzatxon which will mspxre

_ allegiance on the part of subsequem generauons of cmze‘hs and which’ will Lhereby endure

long after he has succumbed to his personal mortality (182d).

Similarly with the philosopher, the fourth lover spoken of ~by Dibtima‘,' the erotic -

e, ’ P

quest for immortality would appear to breed an incidental benefit for the community: in which

such striving for wisdom and virtue takes place. For in Y'Diotima'sv account of the phildsophic

lover's intercourse with youthful beauties, phiTosophy é’rhcrg‘es as a great humanizing influence -

2

upon the city. Much like the poets, the phllosophex who is-fTuent in speeches about virtue --

the political phﬂosopher who makes the virtue 01 men fthe theme of his Iogos -- engenders
moderation and justice (sophrosune te koi dlkato:une) in those with whom he associates, or in

those whom he employs.as vessels for the discharge%;of his procreative power. In order that he

.

might himself behold the beautif ul/noble in humah.s‘o_uls’ahd the 1a\;vs of the city, the lover of .

wisdom must first generate virtue in others, or giv"e birth to excellence jn the youth through
his pedagogy. The non -‘philosophic men who fall ﬁrey“At_o the philosopher's erotic net, who are
captivated by the seemingly magical power of the philosof)hcr's eros and who join his circle of

seductive discourse, ultimately emerge from this_erotic association, - Diotima maintains,

)]

¢

4
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m§derale and just, in possession of that greatest and most noble part of prudence which
conduces to the good ordering of both cities aﬂd households, of both the public and private
domains of .civic life (209a-b). The philosbpher would thus appear to number among the
city's greatest benefactors: while 'neither moderate nor conventionally just himself, he
nonetheless succeeds through his erotic and hubristic striving in'impariing these virtues to
those men with whom he has intércourse‘, and he thereby contributes to elevating the quality
of rule in the city. Diotimpa's defence of poli[icai philosophy, her apology for a form of
philosophy  which uses tI:Si\political for the sake of transc‘ending the political, renders
_sgfgybio;ic that which first a@red as parasitic, and concludes with a‘L demonstration that the
hxghcst pblitical good and the highest human good are harmonious and mutually supportive.

* Hubris is no longer impious and potentially <ubversive, but rather it appears as a positively

salutary vifiue; and the: hubristic philosopher as the greatest blessing to the city and it youth,

< In light of, »this.":%t is difficult to comprehend just why Aristophanes mighi have wished
to‘resporid criiicalliy 1o Socrates' oration. In turyn'ing' Socrates to the city, in persuadin_é him to-
pursue politicalb\philosophy a_nd to make speeches, about virtue, Diotima would appear to have
rescued phil_bsophy from» Aristophanes' cr‘it.idué:‘i.il The Clouds, or to have reformed
phﬁﬁ;osophy so as to neutralize the ﬁanger that its intrinsic hubris posed to the welfare of botk
the. city and itself. The philosopher's comic nemesis should be pleased, even ovegjoyed ...
Urﬂes's,f"that is, he has taken to heart Socrates' characterization of Diotima as a perfect
sophist (208c), and has concluded that her apology for philosoptgy 1s in reality a tour ée' force
of forensic chicanéry. the epitone of rﬁaking the weaker logos the Strongé‘r. If Aristophanes
suspects that Socrates has con'f:ealed the truth about philosophy's jrelationsil(ip;?igg the city
beﬁind' a screen of deceptive rhetoric, or that he has employed clever speech to ma;ii the real
dan‘_ger that the philosopher's hubristic eros poses to the politiéal association, &cn he would

" indeed seem to have grounds for launching an attack upon the stranger's discourse.** But alas,

““Indeed, s ‘Alcibiades will later testify, Socrates is always ironic in his dealings
_.-with kuman beings, and he casts a screen of deception, a silenic cloak, agound
;" +-himself to conceal his- true nature from public. vi;w (216d-e,221d-222a). i~
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with his plan to question the philosopher foiled by a sudden and unexpected interruption in
the mght s proceedings, Anstophanes loses his opportunity to call Socrates bluff, and'
consequently we are barred from wrmessmg a renewal of the Anstophamc charge of Socranc

)

hubris.

Or are we? Just as the poet leaned forward lnfsay something, our narrator tells us,
there was a loud knocking at the door, and moments later the forceful voice of Alcibiades
could Be heard in Agathon's courtyard (212c-d). That is, it is as if Aristophanes opened his
mouth to speak, but the veice and person of Alcibiades leapt out instead, directly onto
centre-stage of the S ympbsium, Aind indeed, in the 'eulogy“which this warlike and war-loving
" ‘man proceeds to deliver in honour of the pnilos,opher' end his way of life, it is precisely
Socrates' hubris which is the preeminent concern: with the arrival of Alcibiades, the conflict. -
between justice and hl{bris. between politics and philosophy, becomes the overriding Lneme of-
the dialogue, as thié ‘former associate of’ Socrates puts his mentor on trial, compelling the
symposiasts to sit in-' judgement of the philosopher's highminded arrogance and his hubristic
treatment of many beautiful/noble youth in the city (219¢c). In the Symposium, weg might say
what is hidden from us in speech is shown to us in deed - Alcxbrades appear, t;/ us in the-
dialogue as a concrete exemplification, a brllhant and striking persomf ication, of the
Aristophanic charge against Socrates and his hubrrsuc eros.

Indeed, given the character of Diotima's apology for philosophy, her insistence that ?
the hubristic philosophers’ justrf y their presen;tee in the cities on the grounds of the civic virtue
_that they succeed in cultivating in the )."(')uth,v in would seem absolutely crucial 'that‘,.Alcibiva,des
follow inv her train. Of. all the thingS' that one might say about this veritable rn‘c;ns'ter of a

End

man, of all the qualmes that one might at,tnbute to this rare human bemg ‘who was
£ ¥

simultaneously loved and feared by lesser ﬁ% ~ moderation and justice wo“ulgd’ most certainly

not number among them. Hrmself a portrait of the most extreme mtemperance and hubris,

possessed of a burning desire for conquest and imperium, Alcrbrades (and sxm‘]ar men with

_ whorth Socrates had frequent intercourse, men like Charmrdes‘ and Euthydemus, 222b)

¥

*sSee Aristopharies, The Frogs, 1.1425.
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threatens to expose as clever sophistry Diotima's assertion Qf ttie symbiotic harmony of
philosophic and political goods, and thereby to render philosophy once again a questionable
and highly suspect enterprise. That men like Alcibiades could emerge from their association
with Socrates with little evidence of moderation and justice in their souls casts serious‘doubt.
upon the power of a philosopher to foster these political virtues as h_e pursues hi§ private
good, his divine immortality. Alcibiades, and the type of nature that he répresems, would
appear to be the touchstone which reveals the madequacy of the Diotimaic apology.

Thus, with the intrusion of Alcibiades into the arrangement and proceedmgs of the
banquet, Socrates’ oration in the Symposium is shown to be highly 'erotic’ in cha_-r;:t.er. it is
radically incomplete as a defence of phil(’)sophy or the trans-political ero; of the good, and it
cries out: for that which would render it whole and self-sufficient. If it is to vindicate
philosophy, if it is to defend the philosopher against the charge that his hubris is an enemy to
th‘e city's justice and the cause 61’ great dangers to himself, then the dialogue must provide us
with some other account of the political or public worth of philosophy; it must offer a
defence of philosbphy on grounds otk‘ler‘than its power to generate the virtues of moderation
and justice, or a defence which enables us to explain and justify what Socrates accomplished
through his :treatmem of men like Alcibiades. As I hobe to show, this other defence of
philosophy,‘ as well as an account of the limitations of the philosdpher's dviliﬁng effect upon
the youth, may be apprehended through a careful examination of Alcibiades’ spe'ech and deeds

in the Symposium, and it is to this new beginning of the dialogue that we will now turn.



3. Behold the Man: .

The Entrance of Alcibiades

"Don't you also share my supposition that the blame for the many's being harshly
disposed toward philosophy is on those men from outside who don't belong, and
have burst in like drunken revellers, abusing one another and indulging a love of
quarreling, and who always make their arguments about persons, doing what is least
fitting in philosophy." ‘

—- Plato, Republic, 500b.

As ;ve saw in our examination of Socrates' eulogy to Eros, a proper unde’rstanding of
the philosopher's effect upon noble youth in the city, whether it constitutes corruption or
enhancement, would appea.r to be the fulcrum upon which any political defence of philosophyn
must rest. The youth of a‘ny city, especially the most tale_nted and spirited youth, represent
the regime's potential for immortality, or at least for inter-generélional survival. Nurtured °
from birth intglt\he authoritative opinions on the noble and the just which are embodied in the .
city's laws arid?i'éhstoms, and urged by both family and community to.respect tﬁc ancestral
ways and to resist mindless innovatioh, the youth are a source of 'continuity between the past
and the future of a city's way of life, arguably the most cherished posscssiOné of any
wholesome political association. Yet by nature spirited and rebellious, young men in the city
are predisposed towards disobedilence,‘h-asty to seize any opportunity to contradict their elders,
to protest against the oid ways of their fathers and lawgivers, or to pursue innovative
-pradices which depart from the customary past z;nd which assert the 'distinctive' will and
desires of the current generatidn. Thus, while tfxey hold the future of the polity in their
hands, representing in their opinions, tastes and aspirations the wa§ of life which will be
followed by subsequent generations of citizens, the youth are at the same time the most
vulnerable point in the city, easily seduced by novelty, and instinctively drawn to ﬁﬁrsuits |
which promise to nourish their spirits while exposing the contradictions in their forefather's

understanding of the world.

41
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As the charges ‘which prompted Socrates’ trial and execution in Athens attest,
philosophy was traditionaiiy tainted with the suspicion tha£ it serves this youthful penchant
for rebellion from the ancestral; that it has a corrupting influence upon the youth, and
therefore that it constitutes a mortal danger to the city, to the community of shared
convictions on the good and the just which defines the political association. Dialectics, the art
of 'contradiction wh?ch is the primary tool of philosophers, can supply to the youth a
powerful instrument with which to. undertake a subversive critique of the principles
u'ndergirding‘_ the cjty's laws and conventions: armed with the scalpel of dialectical argument, -
spirited young men are quick to vivisect and dishonour ancestral convictions, exposing the
foolishness of their parents and rulers, and therewith A.appearing to supporters of the
traditional order 1o have been iransformed from law-abiding citizens into outlaws.*¢ One need
only recalfl the effect of Socratic education upon the young Pheidippides in The Clouds to
appreciate the danger l}\it philosophy and dialectics poses to the integrity of the family and
civil society, and to comp}eﬁend (if not wholeheartedly endorse) the suspicion and hostility
traditionally directed against philosophers by protective fathers and public-spirited men. When
disseminated amongst the youth withoﬁt regard to the suitability of nature and disposition,
philosophy would seem to have the potential to ‘poison the minds and erode the civic loyalty
of erotic and spirited young souls, and thereby io undermine the stability and continuity of
the political community. Those philosophers who fail to discriminate amongst the youth in
their pedagogic endeavours, who fail to teach only those young men possessing orderly and
~ stable natures and instead introduce the practice of philosophy an}d dialectical argument to all
who approach them, threaten the very life-blood of the city, promoting a hubristic lawlessness
and disobedience in that very group of citizens who are expected to extend the common life of
the polity into the future.

It is thus the educational dimension of philosophy, that facet of the Socratic turn
entaili;xga direct contact between a ﬁhiiosopher and his polity, which is perhaps most

responsible for philosophy's overtly political character, and which accordingly most constrains

* See the philosopher's account of the 'changeling child' and the effects of
dialectics upon the youth, Republic, 537d-53%d.
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the activities of the lover of wisdom in political society. For 1o undertake to educate men

within the confines of a political community is a decidedly poliu'ca‘l act, an activity which carr -

exert a profound influence upon men's civic loyalty and their dedication to the c'ommoh,-‘good.
The end of a genuine educational effort is the formation of a whole human being who will
either support the city's authoritative dictates or look down upon them; who will either

maintain belief .in the traditional. views of his forefathers (in particular their views about the

divine and its refationship to the human), or reject them in favour of more persuasive

alternatives or a reasoned skepticism. The proximity of the philosopher as educator to erotic

and ambitious ju‘egiles, and his effect upon these vessels of unrealized potential (or, rather,

public interpretations of that effect’, th.us play a large role in determining the civic reputation _

of the philosophic enterprisp and the public honour accorded to its‘ adherents: the character of
t@%d&énts that one creates, whethey they eme}ge from their education as dwé‘ted"dtizcr.ag_ or
insidious tyrants, inevitably reflects upon ihe character and practices-of a teacher, bringing
him either praise or blame. The Socratic philosopher, who cherish‘es above all the welfare of
his own soul and of philosophy, and who displays a (albeit incidental) concern for the city as
that arena of souls in which his pursuit of knowledge and his intercourse with beautiful youth
necessarily proceéds, must be sensitive to this prpblcmat_ic question of ‘philosophy's public
reputation -- ‘he“must,be ‘political"in the most obvious sensé of th;: term -- and he must
exercise appropriate prudence and caution when undertaking to philosophize and teach in the

polis. The pursuit of knowledge about the human soul, an activity which (as Diotima

counselled Socrates) inevitably brings the philosophic lover into an educational association

k4 N

with the city's most able youth, does indeed pose a threat to the stability and continuity of

the polity in which it takes place. Yet precisely for this reason it carries with it a threat to the

reputation, and thus the safety, of philosophy and philégophers as well. Aristophanes would
appear to have been most astute in his early aiagnosis of the problem of Socrates, and in the
sober warning he sounded to philosophic men:-as the fate of Socrates, both in the comic
drama and in real life, serves to remind all subsequeﬁt lovers of wisdom, the relationship of

educators to the youth is a matter of immense political importance, and consequently those
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men whose sublime eros compels the;n to have intercourse with beautiful young souls must beﬁ
preparéd to defend themselves against the charge that they promote hubris and lawlessness in
thexr -pupils, or to justify to their accusers that theu assocuk@%n with the youﬁh is noble and
good rather than base and harmful to the city.

It is thxs question concerning the philosopher's ef fect upon the youth, and its
implications both for political life and the pursuit of knowledge, which becomes explicit in the
Symposium upon Alcibiades’ forceful intfusion and his subsequent eulogy- of his r;léntor,

/QSoc‘r tes. Conventional scholarship has long held that this seventh and final portion of the

é- '{’dxalogue is intended to vindicate Socrates of the public charge that he corrupted the youth of

Fi o
i 4]
Aﬂiens showing (through the words o very same man whose hubris and m]ustwe were

the cause of co,n’si/_dcrable suspicion and hostility being directed at the p}lilosopher) that

Socrates in reality ‘empted, .*'zv\;\@ and moderate Alcibiades; and that he is therefore free

- @
of blame for how this j

”{* W’-Je(, Lizl S :
interpretation, whlle p]ea31 Yoo g%-cars.-of those count themselves among the friends of

gud others like him turned out.*” However, such an

oy

Socrates, apparently relies upon a highly selective reading of Alcibiadeé' 'eulogy’ of the
pililosophcr, one which fails to notice or take seriously the speaker's owh claim that he has
mixed elements of both praise and blame in hi§ image of this silenic creature. While Alcibiades
does overtly confess his own psychic disharmonies or erotic divisions, and lays blame upon his
great love of honour for leadii : him away from the philosopher's moderating influence and
toward political affairs -- that is, while Alcibiades blames himself and the city for his
corruption*'- - a careful reading of his speech suggests that Socrates must indeed bear some
responsibility for how Alcibiades erherged from this erotic liaison; or that the philosopher,-
through the nurture he supplied for Alcibiades’ philerastic or timocratic nature, i:; at least in
part to blame for this man's 'tyrannical' turn of soul. While the hasty reader sees in

Alcibiades' specch an unproblematic praise of Socrates and his way of life, a more careful

&

*’See, for example, R.G. Bury, Plato's Symposium (1909): "The speech of
Alcibiades...fulfills a serious purpose -- the purpose of vindicating the memory of
Socrates from slanderous aspersions and setting in the right his relations with
Alcibiades. " (p.lii).

“Cf. Republlc 491d-495b. -
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reading of the text requires-ohe to take seriously-' iis cléirn to be a powerful indictment of the
philosopher's hubr;s and its effect ubon high-spirited and mlent@ vouth.

The question of philosophy's effect u.pon'the fnqgst noble or beautiful youth in the city
is thus rendered,ﬁoblematic by the Symposium, as ultimately we are led by Plato 1o see some
justice in Aristophémes' critique of philosophic hubris, and to conclude that the philosophgr.
in his selfish pursuit of beauty and the good, may Twell have a corrupting ihfluence upon the
young men with whom he associates. In order to begin to see this question and the context in
which it arises, we must turn to éonsider the ‘f inal portion of the Symposiu}n: the
confrontation between the beautiful and strong Alcibiades ana the enigmatic and hubristic
Socrates. And here we must begin with Alcibiades’ nocturnal irruption into this private
gathering; a scene which is short, yet extremely dense, and therefore deserving of detailed

AN
examination.

3

3.1 Alcibiaﬁes: Tyrant or Nobleman

Alcibiades' unanticipated arrival at Agathon's victory dinner is the foufth major
interruption in the night's proceedings (cf.174e,175¢,185¢c-e), and it comes just as the contest.
in_‘spee'c‘hes should have approached its end. Barging in with his personal entourage of
revellers, this uninvited guest disturbs the peaceful sobriety of the e;iogistic éompctition, and
by his presence signals the return of dr{mkenncss. music, and immoderation. Professing his
intoxication and‘ lack of self-control, Alcibiades upsets the order which had governed the /
symposiasts' speeches, and, claiming fear of Socrates and his forcefulness, substitutes the

s N

philosopher for the god Eros as the object of his praisc and worship. With the arrival of

3 w

.Alcibiades, then, the banquet undergoes a fundamental revolution in its form, as a man of

great beauty and charm, a man pdssessed by a most forceful demon, promptly dismantles the

pre-existing arrangment so as to allow for his own creative self -expression, and delivers a
s . *
‘eulogy' which is at once a praise and indictment of the -philosopher's effect upon men

s

around him.
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Yet Alcibiades' usurpation ck a.;;honty at the victory banquet is more than social
boorishness, for it carries with it a profound political teaching about the fraglht_v and
limitau'qns of democracy. For the arrangement or regime which is subverted by this Herculean
soul represents, one may say, a democracy in microcosm. Hence, in portraying this man's

revolutidnaryﬁ arrival at Agathon's home the dialogue dramatically suggests that such a

-political order, despite the appeal of the justness of its principles, remains inherehtly flawed

at its foundations, proving incapable of containing or satisfying the longings of certain
! .

exceptionally erotic souls (cf.194d).

This democratic order was peacefully, if only plaxf ullyg tnstituted early in the evening,f

having its origins in the resolutions which articulated the tenor and structure of the drink’ing

rd
R4

party. Followmg Socrates’ delayed arrival to dinner (he had halted along the way to turn his

mind upon himself), Pausanius, we are told, 1mplored those present to cons1der colIectzvely
R

how they might arrange their drinking so as to avoid the harsh effects of drunkcnness. as

many of the men present had-indulged too heavily in the grape on “the preceding day. As

. Eryximachus makes explicit'in supporting this motipn there is to be no autocratic imposition

“of wxll on this question, as each man's oplmon must be heard, and especmlly that of their

e ks

host (176b). Assummg the office of archqn or counsellor for this assembly of symposiasts,

Eryximachus classifies those present in terms of their capacity to withstand drunkenness, gnd

he therewith describes a hierarchy of natural power or endurang:e: himself, Phaedrus, and
Aristodemus are weak, having> little capacity for drink; Aristophanes, Pausanius and Agathon
are, by comparison, strong and heavy drinkers; and the enigmatic ;Socrates.manifests a near
superhuman tolerance and self -control, being so impervious to the effects of wine that the
technician cannot provide an account for him, but sets him off alone (176¢c;cf.214a 220a)
Judging from the apparent consensus that no one is eager to drink heavnly and proclalming
his medical opinion that drunkenness is hard on human beings and to be avoided, the doctor
aéivises those present to drink moderately. Phaedrus, obedient to his beloved in all things but
especially 'in med%ne or matters of the body, exhorts the banquef@érs tg follow this good

o

counsel, and thus all agree unanimously to allow each man the freedom to drink as he pleases

p-mx""
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and not to tum the party into a dnnkmg contest (perhaps with full recognmon that in the |

latter case, the phllosopher would put them all to sharne)

With this fi_rst constitutioqal~~ resolution, arrived at through the universal and free

expression of opinidn by gentlemen, individual freedom is entrenched as the foundational

principle of this democratic symposium or.drinking-together. This community of drinkers has

a purely voluntary basis: each member will remain free {rom the compulsion and domination

of others, and vill be permitted to partake of its end or purpdsq (i.e..drinking) in proportion
to his capacities and desires, However, .it must be notgjd that through this institution of

personal freedom in regard to drinking, a form of artificial equality is ushered in .through the

., back door, so to speak, as that vefy hierarchy of natural powers described by Eryximachus is

pbscured by the gl_i'mination?if competitive drinking. In agr::iny‘at each shall be permitted
license to pursue his own pleasure through drink, and in refuSing to entrench some minimum
standard of achievement in the founding compact, those symposiasts who possess the least
bodily endurance are spared a painful demonétralion of their weakness, whilé the strongest
(most n'otably the philosopher) are denied that agonistic envix;ghmem in whi_ch their natural

powers would flourish and come to dominate.*’ In its origin, then, this democratic polity in

miniature irivolves a departure from and masking of nature's order, as competitive struggle

and- inequality are replaced by peaceful sobriety and the lcvelling of natural dif feré_nces.

Following this firs, popular decree; Eryximachus continues in his fole as s&mpoéiarch,

proposing that they "dismiss the flutegirl who just came in, and let her flute for herself, or,

if she wants, for the women within, while we consort (suneinai; lit: "be with") with each

_other today through spe&hts"(l%e). As with the initial proposal, the symposiasts register

their unanimous 4ssent to this second constitutional article, and urge the technician 'to lead

YCf. Republic,358¢-359b; Gorgxas 491e 492c. Of course, it is a democracy of the elite
which is established at the home of Agathon: the men present are not in actuality
members of the popular class, but men who are accomplished in various endeavours
(i.e. medecme rhetoric, poetry, philosophy). However, that even this "best case

scenario” for democracy (i.e., egalitarian justice among men who are roughly equal

in talents and capacities) oroves incapable of accommodating Alcibiades would seem
to strengthen the point > men of his nature simply do not 'fit' in the
democrati¢c environment.

-
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thcm still further by proposing what sort of speeches they -should deliver. Taken together

then these two resolunons concerning drink and music suppress and moderate the influence

of DIOHYSUS god of wine and t@s flute and enforce a chmate of Apolhman sobnety and

o
_-lemperance. % The charms of wme music, and (what is left unemphas1zed but remains a

\
dominant erotic concern for mea) women are replaced by the charms of poetic speech, with

the suggestion that a communi;y"in zogos maintains:a highly eretic or procreative character,
allowing men to give birth to fair or beautiful thoughts and speeches (177d:logon
.. .lga[liston) ) | -
: Finally, tor complete the democratic arrangement, Eryximachué proposes to the
assembly “the manner in which they should spend their time. in common. In lamenting the
poets’ nEglect of ;he great and important Erosv, the doctor remarks (erroneously, as it turns
outf‘) that no one has ever rendefed a hymn or eulogy to this wondrous god. To rectify this

manifest injustice to the divine, and (of course) to gratify Phaedrus, Eryximachus proposes

to these men that they turn their attention to erotika, and calls upon them to invoke their
_ ’ ‘ \

~powers of eeedeictic rhetoric to praise Eros, embellishing and adorning (kosmesai) the god in

/

" By contrast, the wild and bacchic - Dionysian Tepr

speech.

It is‘chrates himself who takes the leadv in seconding this third rﬂotion, apparently
hungry for a contest m speeches to replace the one in drink that had earlier been barished.
The language employed here by ihe’phi}osopher is revealing of kthe political charécte; of the

banquet, and points.. to the problems which attend democratic justice. For no one, Socrates

AN

% On the rich psychologlcal and metaphysical implications of the Apollinian and
Dionysian elements in man and nature (whlch play such a large role in the .
Symposjum), consider Nietzsche's discussion in The Birth of Tragedy out of the
Spirit bf Music, section 1 and throughout. Among the attributes of the Apollinian,
'Nletzsche includes dreams, illusion, .images, divination, measured restraint, freedom
from wilder emotions, beauty, mere appearance, and The principium individuationis.
intoxication, music, dance,
narcotic frenzy, ecstacy, sensuality and cruelty, violence, enchantment, and penetration
to the primordial unity of nature. Perhaps most imortant for our present analysis,
however, is Nietzsche's contention, first, that the forc®\ of Dionysus is the basic

“stratum of nature and may be suppressed but not eradicated by Apollinian sobriety,

and secondly, that the tension between these opposiag tendenc1es in man expresses
itself creatively in the tragic aesthetic. _ '
%" See the choral ode to the all- powerful Eros in Sophocles' Antzgone 11.879-94.

L 23



s

49

observes, y\f/ill cast a vote (psephieitai) against this proposal for a rhetorical contest in honour

of %;ros. In fact, the philosopher openly avows himself an expert in knowledge of erotika, and

.o
R R

furt'he'r" observes that both Agathon and Pausanius are powerful orators, whereas Aristophanes”

the comedran is well poised for praising eros since his whole way of hf e is devoted to serving
't

‘vf : Dronysus and Aphrodite (177¢). Nevertheless the phrlosopher professes to have certain

3

reservatrons about the harmony or integrity of this arrangemem complarmng that, in
practice, it ywould seem to violate one of its fundamental principles - - equality. The contest is
not ouite fair or.equal (isou) for those men situated‘at the foot of the Lab}e. Socrates
protests: whereas those who happen to come early in the speaking order will presumably
benefit from their comparative: sobriety and alertness and will have inhumerable terms of
praise to choose from, those who come later in the program will have to contend with the
effects of the wine they have ingested, and will have to work much harder in framing
innovative as well as fair eulogies to the god (cf.214d). Yet, while this regime would thus
seem to tend naturally towards violating a principal tenet of its justice, such an inherenr flaw
or con}radiction does not appear to trouble the philosopher greatly, for he will be content if
the arrangement results in "fine” (or "noble", or "beautiful”;kalos) speeches being delivered.
Consistent with Diotima's account of the philosophic lover's turn to the politrcal affairs of
men (210b-c), jlrstice would not appear to be the philosopher's prihcipalv concern :in

evaluating the goodness of this regime, but rather it is the generation of beauty or nobility
[

- which is the touchstone by which the eXcellence’of this, if not any, polity will be judged.

- The emergence of the noble or beautiful, we may judge from Socrates' declaration,
has ar profound ‘effe,ct upon rhose who find themselves in its presence, leaving them contented
or satisfied with ‘the (perhaos uhjust and trying) cireumstances they are forced to endure in
life. The coming-into-being of beauty/nobility has the power to satisfy, and even t.o ‘inspire
and beautify, the souls of those who wrtness it mdeed it may well be, as Diotima once

suggested to Socrates, that it is only the apprehens:on of the beautif ul/noble in its purity that

éjee Republic,401b-d. The city-in- speech, created in order to locate and understand

stice in ‘the individual, would nevertheless appear to have fineness, beauty or
nobility as its goal. Indeed, the name eventually attached to this city-- Kallipolis;
lit: "Beautiful City" --emphasizes this political end. :

-
Rad
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" makes life worth living for a human being, being itself the greatest consolation in a life
fraught with injustice and ugliness (211d). However, as-a measure of how difficult and rare is
the genesis of genuine beauly or nobility in ’politlcs (or perhaps only in dernocraticl_politics),
the philosopher closes his statement by wishing good fortune (tuche agathe) to Phaedrus, the
father of the argument and the first to eulogize Eros. Thus, the philosopher subtly reminds us
'that despite the noble efforts 'and intentions rhat'a man may bring to bear on his
circumstances, the ernergence of lieauty/nobiliiy remains precariously dependent upon luck or
fortune, which may be limited but not altogether neutralized by human prudence (cf :184e
with 217a). By virtue of the consic. -le role played by fortune in human affairs, vthe
generatron of nobility cannot be mad“' ne opject of a rational art or techne but must rely
upon good Iuck or divine assistance. |

Hen,ce, we see that prior to the entrance of Alcibiades, the matrix of rules governing
the context and conditions in which these eulogies to Eros are delivered was, from its
inception, ‘in‘herently democratic in character. Yet once he storms througlr the carefully
guarded gates of this city with his army of drunken attendam§, the: unconqueralﬁle Alcibiades
makes it clear that he will neither recognize nor tolerate the popular resolutions decreed.by the
banqueteers, and he proceeds singlehandedly to overturn each article of their fou:ndiné'

Y

compact.

~

When the loud disturbance in the courtyard preempted Aristophanes‘ response to the
X

o

philnsopher, Agathon quickly dispatched his servants to see who was approachmg, mseructmg
them to gram entry if it happened to be close friends, but if not to send them aWay by \tellgng
them that the drinking had already come to an end: only mumate assocra[es are to be
perrrritted aecess to this being-together, and strangers are to be repelled by means of deception
and falselaood. Not long after", the symposiasts could hear the distinctive voice of Allcibiadeé,
shouting loudly and evidently‘irrtoxicated, calling for Agathon and commanding that he be led
bef ore Aganhop. Presumably this man did not number amoné those close associates of
Agathon' who should be invited in, but he obviously had little patience with his rival's pol_ite S,
fiction. The first words of thia strong man, both their substance and their drinken mode‘, }df o

*
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"expression, are quite revealing of his nature and disposition.*® For it is a searching voiceb a
'1onging voice, that is heard by the men inside(; '@ voice expressing a powerful desire to locate
and to be in the presence of the good (fo agathon). As Diotima had once taught Socrqitres. :
eros is fundarﬁentally a love of the good, an instinctual longing in phé soul of Lhe'léver" to
acquire happiness through the acquisition of the .good things. Alcibiades, then, is a man, ih
search of fulfillment, lonFing to be made whole and 1o be in possession of that which would
make life worth living:  as he Qill létér confess, his very associzition with Socrates was
motivated ‘by this intense yearning for:the good, by a desire to acquire that which would
gratify his eros (218d). Much like Cv_laucon‘ in the Republic, lzut even more so than Glaucon,
. Alcibiades' soul is dominated by a most powerful eros which drives him to find the best route
to tﬁe good life, and which compels him to disregard every boundary of both the publ’. ard
private défnéins in his quest for personal fulfillment. Overflowing with great anc rroud
thoughts, and awesome in the strength of both his body and his soul, Alcibiades woul. sppear.
to -embody gualities that Aristophanes had earlier attributed to our earliest ancestors. the
hubristic circle-men (190b-c). | |

In addition to portraying this high-or noble side of his character, however, the vanner
of Alcibiades’ arrivall hints at a dark and dangerous side vof his soul, and raises'an ugly
dimension of human erosﬁhat ha_d been either ignored or disparaged on this night devoted 6

eulogizing a god. For Al_cibiad‘es'ﬂappears at this symposium boisterously drunk, an advocate of

universal drunkenness, and it would seem that we aré meant to interpret this intoxicated state L

as somehow connected with his eroticism. Ind¢ .. in the Republic, while describing the:.

emergence of the tyra’hhicalv soul, Socrates wonders whether a drunken man doesn't experience -

a tyrannic turn of mind, and remarks to Adeimantus that "a man becomes tyrannic in: the
' \

precise sense when, by nature or by his practice or both, he has becom«:t drunken, erotic and’

»
melancholic”.** And eailier on this very elgning, both Pausanius and lkryximachus had

[t

$’Note also that Alcibiades' first words in the dialogue, spoken not in person but

by means of a disembodied voice, are strangely reminiscent of Diotima's description L

of the immaterial idea of beauty/nobility (21le), as is the term used here by our
narrator to describe this man's "sudden” arrival (exaiphnes;cf_.ZlOe,ZBb). :
3¢ Republic, 573b-c. o .



5y
e T

‘-"theatre of battle between hrs krngly~and tyranmcal longmgs the dralogue bids us to confront

'y 52

bif urm»tEd eros into its noble Uranian an{ shameful Pandemian expressions, blaming the latter '

| . as the qéuse of lawless desire, hubriS, injustice, destructiveness, and chaos (181b-c;188a-b).

Eros, that noble longmg of the psyche to cleave to the beautiful and to achieve a union with
eternal bemgs that procreatrve impulse of the soul which in a sublimated form serves as the
very germ of phrlosophy and the pursuit of knowledge about the berngs nonetheless retains a
connectlon wrth violence and tyrannical madness, and is potentlally the cause of t)ag most

hemous acts of 1n1ust1ce and violation of sacred limits. When reflected upon, our natural
L 4

awareness of eros -- which, consrsts first of all in our awareness of our sexual passions --
‘o

suggeSts 1o, us that - the 1mpulse to love and the impulse to war are not drvergent forces. In )

17

'realrty these apparent opposrtes issue from a common seat of passron and hervce the soul's

vcapacrty for creglive or poetlc expressron shares an intimate kinship wrth its pOtentral for

destructron and vrolence Eros const uently appears Janus-faged, with one vrsage gazrng up

y toward the kingly path of knowledge and virtue, while its alter ego, enslavmg the soul to rts

base pass:on and appetrtes glares down along the tyranmcal path to 1gnorance and bestral

1

decadence o T ‘ ' -

By contrast ‘with the Republlc whrch vtrtually opens with a curse upon eros and its

'tyranmcal énslavement of the soul®*, the Symposzum overtly prarses the noble drmensron of
' man 's e,rotrc lQngmgs emphasmng that eros 1s the human impulse to gducatron and psychic.

{lrberatron whrle of fermg only the slrghtest hr§s;§at the dark depths to which it can drag a

man (cf.199d). Wrth the arrrval of the drunken warrror however, whose soul rs a veritable

‘B

‘ the dark mysterres of eros, and 10 explore their 1mplrcatrons for both phrlosophy and political

life. Moreover as Socrates himself. remarks in describing the forceful nattire of Alcrbrades

| ‘thrs dark face of eros, the, orrgm of such ugly and drsfrgurmg passrons as Jealousy and envy,

is wondrous or amaung (thaumasta 213e) and herrg‘e as fascmatmg a subject for phrlosophrc

mvestrgatron as its noble vrsage although one- which is perhaps more demahdmg of courage

R .
’ , 4

e . ,/{

”See Cephalus' report of the response once 6ffered by Sophocles to a query

concerning his $exual potency “in old ‘age: "Most joyfufly did 1 escape it, as though I
had run away f rom a sort of frenzred and savage master" .Republic, 329b -C.

A



, epiphan)'f: intoxicated, thickly crowned with ivy, violets, and fillets, and accompanied by a

)

and strength of soul on behalf of the investigator.

Alcibiades'"sudden appearance in Agathon's doorwéy has all the grandeur of a tragic

flutegir] and several attendants, Alcibiades intrudes upon this private gathering as the very

image of Dionysus emerging from the sea.* In his greeting to the symposiasts, delivered with

‘a tone of congeniality which doesn't entirely ‘mask his forcefulness and his potential for

violent action, Alcibiades announces his motives for barging in uninvited, and belatedly

requests permission to join a party that he has already joined (not to say appropriate&) .

"Men, hail! Will you welcome (or,"pledge friendship with";dexesthe) a very
forcefully drunk man as a fellow drinker, or shall we go away just as soon as we
have wreathed Agathon, for which single purpose we have come? For I, you see”, he
said, "could not come yesterday, but now I have come with fillets on my head, so
that from my own head I might' wreathe the head of the wisest and most
beautiful/noble. Will you laugh scornfully at me because I am drunk? But alfthe
same, even if you do laugh I know well that I am telling the truth. But tell me at

once. Shall I enter on the said conditions or not? Will you join me ip drink or-
not?"(212e-213a) . " "

Alcibiades' first questi‘on, expressing his désife to enter into a cqmmunity o,‘r common
associatio‘n with these symposiasts, is ironic, insofar as his thoroughly intoxicated ﬁ&gte (to
which he repeatedly draw~s4attentiorl1) actually negates this very possibility. As we noted in
examining the founding of this democratic ofder, the institution of moderate drinking served
to nullify a (natural hi;:rarchy of power, and achieved an (albeit artificial) equality that was
insirumental in forging this community or being-together at the home of Agathon. If ‘true
friendship or community requires a rough equality of capacity and a harmony of goods, thén

the sober and moderate, men who are concerned to preserve intact a regime founded upon

sobriety and moderation, cannot pledge friendship with or welcome among them those men ;

who display drunkenness.and immoderation, much less those who advocate this condition for -

others. Alcibiades' condition violates the founding principles of the community into which he

4
<

- %At this point the dialogue presents us with a curios mystery: is the flutegirl who

enters here with Alcibiades the same one who was banished from th symgosium at
176¢? If so, then we must conclude, first, that her eros craved more than the
company of the women within, and secondly, that Alcibiades' may have heard a
report about the activities at Agathon's home (particularly. about the presence of a
beautified Socrates), and hence that his arrival at the party is not ‘accidental.” .
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secks entry, and his presence thus poses a threat to its survival as a moderate democratic
order.

Taken from its micfocosmic image to the level of the political association, then,
' Alcibiades’ question concemmg drunkenness and friendship points to a perennial problem for
democracy: -What to do thh such hwhly erouc ambitious, and proud men; men who do not
rest content with the equallty presumed and requlred by a democratic order, who consider
suc‘h equality false and a standing offence to their superior talents and merits, and who are
compelled to gratify their longing to be pre-eminent and to rule over others in the city. It is
in thc.naturAe of democracy to suppress such claims to superiority, whether they'make their
appeal to natural talents or conventional status, and to deny in particular the existence of any
-“ﬁr’e-poli’tical right of \som'é to rule over others. Indeed, thia egalitarian prejudice would appear
to constitute the core of democracy's popular appeal, inasmuch as.it ensures that the majority
. of men who are lacking in physical strength and wealth will nonetheless have an equal share
in the task of ruling'the city, thereby remaining free from the au‘tocratic dictates of the few
strong or wealthy’ men among them Yet proud “and spirited men -- men such as Alcxblades
Glaucon, Charmldes and Critias --. who thrive on ‘competition and desu‘e to be fu'st m

every{hmg who are confident of their sup~riority and are ready and willing to prove lt place

'

little credence in the universal equahty deemed legitimate in democratic polmcs and (hke '

Alcibiades, who ended up fighting on three different sides in the Peloponnesian war) find it

difficult to feel any positive allegiance to democratic justice and its levelling tendencies. Their

spiritedness, their love of glory and power and their proud opinion that they are deserving of '

acknowledged supremaoy among men, fuelaéﬁ\eir indignation in the face of legislated equality.
Such men are by nature subversive enemies of democracy, a regifile which ignores their claims
to political superiority, and which (short of ixpperial ﬁe"xpansion-, ‘which yo‘nly alleviates the
problem temporarily) proves incapable of satisfying thefr longiogs for personal fame and
self -expression. |

Tocqueville, a* thinker who demonstrates an acute sensitivity to the problem of

ambition in democratic politics, succinctly describes the manner in which democratic principles

e
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and procedures stifle proud asplranons and points to-the potentially dangerous effects of
o \
democratic equality upon spirited and ambmous men:

"[Iln proportion as' men become more alike and the principle of equality is more
peacably and deeply infused into the institutions and manners of the coumry, the
rules for advancement become more inflexible, advancement itself slower, the
difficulty of arriving quickly at a certain height far greater. From hatred of priyelege
and from embarassment of choosing, all men are at last forced, whatever may be
their standard, to pass the same ordeal; all are indiscriminately subjected to a
multitude of petty preliminary exercises, in which their youth is wasted and their
-imagination quenched, so that they despair of ever fully attaining what is held out to
them; and when at length they are in a condition to perform any extraordinary acts,
the taste for such things has forsaken them.™"

In these conditions, Tocqueville warns,. the genuxnely spirited and ambitiols man may wcll

" refuse to somply W1th such procedural drudgery and the rule of law, and will rebel against the

\ democratxc order which denies immediategratification for his aspirations to greatness. Should

’

such an ambitious man acquire power, he will become immoderate and daring in its exercise;

- v
should he lose it, he will contemplate the overthrow of ‘the rcgime to regain it. The condition

- of equality in democracy, an offence to- hyper-spirited men, Tocqueville concludes, "gives 1o

L
b

great‘political ambiti’On a character of revolutionary violence, which it seldom exhibits to an
eqnal degree in aristocratic communities”.**

By all accounts, Alcibiades was one'of these grandly ainbitious souls who pose such an
intractable problem for democracies: he was a man dominated by a passion for glory, and a
man who earned early in his lifetime 5 reputation for intemperance, huoris, violence, and
contempt f or the democratic order.*® Indeed, as he admits in the Symposium, even at a young
age he cong&&&ed himself capable of handlmg the political affairs of his native Athens (216a) ,
-- a proud and youthful desue to rule which the philosopher attempted to tame (although

not, notice, eradicate). Standing in Agathon's doorway _.; a posture of commandmg eminence,

" while nonetheless requesting permission to join this democratic gathering, Alcibiades thus

places these symposiasts in a most awkward political dilemma. For given his intoxicated state,

as well as the legion of drunken revellers attending him, these men (w_ho, with oneE or

S'Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (Trans. Henry Reeve, Vintage Books,
New York, 1945) Vol.2, p.259.

$'Tbid, p.260.

”Con51der Xenophon Memorabtlta 1,ii,12-13.
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possibly two exceptions, appear lacking in'. warlike spirit) cannot with impunity refuse
Alcibiades entry Yet if they do acquiesce in his grandeur and grant him entry, they must do
) w1th the suspicion that he will not submit to their democratic order and procedures or
with the recognition Lh.a\t\hrs presence will result in a fundamental revolution 1n their
arrangement.*® Thus, while Alcibiades asks whether he should "enter on the said conditions or

L]

t", it rvould appear that it is other conditions which remain unspoken (i.e., those which
find expression -in h;s visible splendor and drunkenness) \;hieh prove most decisive: if he
enters, he will not be 'ruled by others, but will. usurp power and establish, his own regime
(cf.213e). The political dilemma occasioned by this. man's appearance at the symposium, and
the only nossible resolution to this dilemma, is perhaps nowhere better captured than .n the
response given by Aeschylus to Dionysus in Aristophanes' Frogs, upon being asked what the
Atheman democracy should do with Alcibiades: 6n the one hand, it ia best not to rear a lion
in the city;/ On the other hand having reared him, comply with his ways".

Yet Alcibjades’ opening address does contain certain spoken conditions; ones which
proclaim hrs goal or purpoée in usurping power at this drinking party, and which perhaps hint
at this mature warrior's high political aspirari(c)ms: he has come, he tells-v these men, to pay
personal tribute to the wisest and most beautiful/noble. Given his notorious vanity. {219¢), it
is ldikely that those present would be skeptical of Alcibiades’ professed desire to recognize and
confer distinction upon a beauty greater than his own. Yet, perhaps anticipating _snch disbelief
in his proclamation, and.f urther,revealr’ng how deeply affected he was .gy that ;ccasién -féhen
Socrates "laughed scornfully” at‘ him (katagelase;219c), Alcibiades wonders aloud whether
they will dare to mock him in laughter (lratagelasrhe), thereby implicitly warning them against
treating him rn such a disrespectful and hubristic fashion. Nevenheless, in a claimqkwhich»
demonstrates how far he nas progressed fror‘nv h@_youthful preoccupation with _attaining‘

popular glory or the honour df the many (cf.216b,218d), Alcibiades professes that no amount

of ridicule will detepas from saying such things, as he knows well that he is speaking

“ Indged, with the closing words of his greeting --"Tell me at once"-- Alcibiades
gives 1mperauve expression to his will, and pre-empts the deliberative speech with
lwhlch the symposxasts had orsiginally founded the democratic assembly

“ Ansfophanes Frogs, 1.1431-2. (My Lranslanon) |
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truthfully about his motives. As a result either of his present intoxication or his prior

educational association ~with the philosopher or both, this. spmted man has attamed a

condition of independence or self sufflcxency which serves to liberate him from the mfluence
]

of the demos, leaving him unconcerned with catering to the taste of the multitude and .

unrésponsiv.e 10 its praise and blame. Hence, while Alcibiades' usurpation of rule at this party

is blatantly undemocratic, making him appear tyrannical from the perspective ot” egalitarian

justice, it nevertheless bespeaks a doble independence and strength on vthe part of the usurper,
as does his declared intention in undertaking this autocratic revolut‘i.(;d;.namcly. to honour
wisdom and beauty/nobility. Such lofty motives in bolitical life, when procldimed in principle
and faithfully pursued in practice,\are not to be despised, regardless of\the man from whom
they emanate. ‘ | |

Captivated by his ‘great beauty and seduced by his- charm, the symposiasts welcome

this usurper among them with a thundrous ovatlon (the same reaction which had greeted

‘ Agathons sensuous culogy; 198a), thereby surrendermg their power of self-rule

(i.e.,"..‘.having reared him,. comply with his ways."). Led by his personal entourage,
Alcibiades enters through the.\gate‘s of this little polity, and approaches Agathon id order to
 make good his promise to wreathe the head of thé vwisest and most beautiful ip the room. Yet,
we are told "as he was taking off the fillets to do the crowning -- he had ttxcm before his
eyes. and so did not see (ou katidein) Socrates -- he sat down alongmde Agathon, between him
and Socrates; for Socrates had made room for Alc1b1ades when he sa:v (katidein) -him."

(213ab). | |

;, g \'I'his‘ seemingly innocuous dramatic detail Socrates' having made room for

k 3

ades -- is in fact quite sxgmf 1cant for a proper understanding of the association between

‘ ese.; 0 ubt upon the philosopher's. subscquent profession of fear .
B’e'f‘ore‘ des (213d) and suggests subtle manipulation on the part - of Socrates to cnsure
o P

that he wdﬁld remain close to this beautiful man. ”ﬂte ambitious Almbxad’es who longs that
the . good be hlS appeared to be blmded by his fillets, by the tokens of honour and V|ctory

granted to a héro by a popular audience, and was thereby rendered mcapablc of perceiving or

RPN 2
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beholding the philosopher.*? Yet the philosopher, whose view was clear and unimpeded, coultl
behold this'man in all of his splendid beauty and potential, and contrived it so that he might
be in his presence. As Alcibiades will momentarily exclaim upon recognizing who occupies the

third seat on his couch, Socrates has the habit of appearing suddenly wherever one least

- expects to see him, like a skilled hunter lying in ambush to leap upon an unsuspecting prey

" (213c:cf.203d).+ Socrates, Alcibiades remarks, has not chosen to sit with Aristophaﬁes or
g
anyone else who is or wishes to-be laughable, but has contrived it (diemechahp) so that he

might sit beside the most beautifu}/noble man in the room -- an apparent refe knce to the

philosopher's original place beside Agathon, but a statement whiah is equally true about his '

proximity to Alcibiades himself.¢* While he will emerge in Alcibiades'.eulogy as an ironic

lover, as a beloved and a pursued who only appears to love and pursue (216d-e;222b)', we see
here thal in reality Socrates is the true eroticist, longing to be close to his beautifyl beloved:
] .. . . ¥y
. AN
in striét accordance with Dietima's teaching on eros and the ascent to the beautiful itself, the

philosopher acts like the perfect pederast and the very incarnation of Eros, skilifully wéaving

devices (‘ﬁechanas) that will trap beautiful ’aoblgtsgals in his seductive net (cf 4.203d-e). .

‘Respondihg to this allegation of decmsﬂifmness, Socrates (in an especially ironic,

comedic request) impjores the soft and effemi&ége Agathon to defcnﬁ him against the hard
and manlly Alcibiades, complainiag that in loying this beautif\bl and forceful man he got more
than he bargained for. The love he has for Afcibiades ﬁas proven quite troublesome, he
laments, as his beloved has turned 01% be a madly jealous human being. Reminding us of
the dark face of eros and its power to enslave and dlsfxguxe t&e soul of a lover, the
philosopher' observes that Alcibiades’ passion is forceful and destructive, causing him to be

envnous of the other beauties that Socrates has intercourse with and to abuse the philosopher
ﬁﬁ"& )

“‘However, i Alcibiades has in fact been apprised of Socrates presence at this

banquet (see above,n.56), then we have reason to suspect that he has in reality

spotted the philosopher by this time, and that his oversnght is feigned. All of this

would seem t6¢ suggest that Alcibiades' real purpose in attending this party is to

honour and be with Socrates, and hence that his crowning of> Agathon is merely .an

act of "foreplay”, flirting with .anothér .in order to tease his beloved.

¢ See also Alcibiades 1,104d.

“See 175c: In fact, it was Agathon who determined that Socrates would occupy the

seat beside him, not vice versa.

4
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out of thrs jeelousy. Apparently Well acquainted with the selfish dispesition of thts voltttile -
warrior, Socrates calils upon"Agatnon to act as peac‘emakér angd to 'reconci'le him with
Alcibiades;| or, .failing that, to shield him from violent assault. Before JAlcibiades, the
philosophe .-‘maintains.‘ he -Quakes with fear of hisAmadness'an.d his "love of lovers”

( philerastian) . v P

N ,“;Ls,.s‘ .

Thrs descrtptron of AlClbladCS as a Jphtlerast or a-lover of lovers is thc secc 1d and
O ‘I

final usage of this term in thg Sympo,stum aﬁd undoubted}y it is meant to bc qutte revealmg

of his nature in light of 1ts~ mmal memtton_ m‘ the myth of Artstophanes In the comic poet 's
N ’)

four fold taxonomy of 1ovcrs _the fourthgand f mal classification consxsts of those men who
l

are cutlets of the ancient male nature, pr whose ancestors belonged to the male race of
circle-men before they were punished by Zeus with btsectron Bemg slices of the male nature
these lovers are homosexuai pursuing as their complementary half those who are ltke 10
themselves, and having intercourse with femalm and gcneratmg offsprmg only when
compelled to do so by law and political necessity:’ tbe €ros o_f these. ancient males does got
readily accomodate itself to the demartds‘of civilired "tit'e, .btrt must be Testrained by law and
convention (nomos) il the city is to survive and"‘rcproduce uself éontrary to popularv
opinions, the comedian maintains, the homosexuality of these lovers is not a mamfcstatton of
effeminacy, but rather denves f rom their superror mascuirmty and reflects their longing to be
forever in the presence of those who srmtlarly represent tokens o) ancient manliness.** It is

these manly lovers, he concltr,des. who are the supremely pohtrcal types, being drawn tothe

affairs of the city when mature, and becoming cor.  1.m:le pederasts and philerasts, lovers of

A f
boys and lovers of lovers. P
Crucial to the poet's account of philerasty, then, is the love; of honour and the love-of

power which reside in the souls of such high -spirited and emticﬁn,ren ; f,_,’ts' his political ambition

o
x

%It must be noted that Aristophanes' myth only accounts © = naturalness of -
homosexuality if one is prepared to believe in it_in its lit+ « m. If, however,
man is by nature political and has no lineage t&%an “ancier. s of - barbarous
circle-men, if human nature finds its fulfillment within "a . po.ii.cal setting, then one
Anust conclude that the sexual reproduction necegsary to sustam that political setting
is natural, and consequently that homosexuality runs contrary .40 human nature and
political necessity. '
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suggests, the philerast, the man who loves lovers, is one who craves for the honour or
admrrauon extended to him by those who are atLracred to his- beauty, and one who takes
immense satsifaction in knowmg that his beauty ‘has the power‘ to enslave the passions of his
lovers. The philerast disdains the affection of women, valuing only .t love and esteem of
other males Consequently he is drrven by his eros into the male domain of politics, where he -
longsr to be pre-eminent among m’er_r, to rule their souls and to be the primary object of their
awe and fascination. Alcibiades, Socrates maintar'rrs, is endowed with such a philerastic nature,
manjf esting the love of honour and the love of power in- the extreme: since the philosopher
first ®ved Alcibiades as a youth, we learn, he has been unable to speak with another heautif ul
human being without incitinvg this man's envy and jealousy. Unwilling to tolerate competitors
: for the philosopher’s affection, Alcibiades longs to monopolize Socrates' eros; to monoy lize
| the honour of his love, and to monopolize power over his Jove, thereby assimilating his lover's
~ power to his own (cf.222d). Thus at the root of Aleit:iade's' aggressive disposition resides his
philerasty; his profound longing to domiinate the passions of those who are captivated by his
remarkable beaury, or his compulsion to emerge victorious over all rivals in every competition
f or hononr and power.

response to the phrlosopher s call for a truce, however, the mad philerast
(presumablg_i:récalling the hubristic rebuke he suffered at the hands of Socrates and the deep
torment ii- caused him) -emphaticall.y asserts that no reconcilation is possible between thern,
" but he_ promises to takevengebance on“ Socrates at some later time (213e). Yet in the same
breath as he rhrez.a:ten';‘"t;?"’:_ enact, revenge upon -the philosopher, Alcibiades, wishing to avoid the
reproach  of Socrates (arrﬂ““thereby revealing the extent to which he still values the
phrlosopher s love and esteem), retrieves some of the fillets he had given to the poet in order
that he might wreathe the head of the phrlosopher Foreshadowing what will become a
prominent theme, in his praise of Socrates, the rmmoderate usurper here honours the
philosopher for the extraordinary power of his logos, remarking to Agathon that Socrates

"conquers all hurrran bemgs in speeches, and not just the day before yesterday as you drd but

at all times (213e 215c-¢). Earlier in the evemng when Socrates had arrived in the mrddle of



crowning of Socrates, Alcibiades, who enters this Symposium as the very incamnation of the
drunken Dionysus, fulfills this prophesy in a manner which is unfavourable Yo Agathon,
initially awarding the title of wisest and most béautifu_l to the poet, only to reconsider and

¢

insist that he defer to the superior wisdom and beauty of the philosopher.

Havisg paid ﬁis tribute to wisdom and beauty, Alcibiades Lﬁrns his auemi:)n once
ggain to the business of politics, taking action to solidify his zevolutionary §eizure of power.
Depldring the Apollinian sobriety of the pérty, the bacchic usurper forcef ulfy proclaims that

“'all present must drink, since they have qagreed to do sé;v ﬁnd, in a mockery of democratic
progedure‘, he chooses himself: as symposiarch or leader of tk;g drinking. Yet, a quick glance at
the verbal exchanges since Alcibiades' entrance teveal$ that this claim of a consensual
authorizgtion for drunkenness is untrue: there was. neither vote nor deliberation on the issue;
rather, [i’liS significant departure from the terms of the founding compact is: wholly the
product of Alcibiadef' autocratic will. Considered more closely, however, the usurper's claim
emerges more as ironic than simply false, aptly characterizing how the sovereignty of this
sober arrangement was relinqu‘iéyylyled, and exemplifying the manner by which a tyrant
c'ustomarily comes to power ina derﬁocracy. For Al‘cibidac'les, despite his waflike lcmpérame_nt

N & . v
and his capacity for violence, does not compel threse men through force to submit to his will.

you and I will go to court about our wisdom., with Dionysus as judge."(175¢). With h}s ig: v

Rather, the symposiasts are seduced into compliadce"by this man's splendid beauty and

charming wit, by his visible, grandetir and his playful manner of speaking. Alcibiades flatters

. these men upon his entrance, suggesting that.he will comply with whatever the majority
decides about his presence at this party: he appears polite and defergntial, claiming that he
will depart once he has wreathed Agathon should these men wish to maintain the privaéy and
spbriety of their gathering. In his drunken condition -- which may or may not be .genuine
(cf .215d,222c) -~ he acts like a harmless and playful buffo_on, inciting these Ten to

spontaneous applause and- laughter (213a,222b). And here, as he selects himself.leader of the

drinking anctdoimrtums the law regarding sobriety, he makes a calculated appeal to the
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symposiasfs' baser appetites, to their Pandemian desire for sensual pleasure (cf.180e). Sensing |
that beneath every man's moderate, Apollinian exterior beats the heart of the drunken
Dionyss. Alcibiades caters to this immoderate substratum of the soul, setting himself up as a
bacchic 'messiah of wine'. Whereas these symposias_ts\ should be on guard against this man
and his revolutionary potential, they express no fear or .antipathy towards Alcibiades, but
instead they welcome his presence, and the direction in which he leads their party, with
enthusiasm. Alcibiades' rule over this ~gathering may tIrus be likened to the tyranny of eros
over the soul; for these men neither recognize that he)xas established absolute control over
them I)y appealing 1o their lower instincts, nor do they appearto resent this tyrannical
usurpation. Hence, j:\lcibiade‘s' autocratic revolution is, ironically; supremely 'democra_tic'_in
character: Alcibiades emerges as the 'people's choice', a man kwho has the bIessing of the
many and who “romises to olease them by appealing to the lower part of their souls.“

As Socrates reveals in Book VIII of the Republic, this is precrsely the manner by which

democracy ordmanly devolves into tvranny the ‘most savage slavery emerging peacefully from

"an extreme condition of freedom or license.” The most populous class in a democracy, the

philosopner observes, is accustomed to setting up one man as its special leader, fostering him
and makmg hrm grow great the potential tyrant comes 1o power with the people 8 blessrng,
being that man most in conformrty with the taste of the many. At the outset of his tenure in-
politics, the nascent tyrant pretends to be gracious and gentle winning over men's fondness '
and good will-with flattery, honours and gifts. Yet as his power grows, he stirs the_mob into
an immoderate frenzy through demagoguery. appealing to the basest elements of men's souls,
to their envy, jealousy, and love of wealth, in order to enhance his own popularrty m the eyes
of the many. The decisive moment in the transfogmation of a popular hero mto a tyrant,
Socrates mamtams comes when the peopIe s choice blames some other man as. the true threat

ooy

to the integrity of democracy, charging him unJustly wrth polrtrcal subversion and convrctmg

'}iim.in a kangaroo court. In the phr_losopher s account of the devolutron of regimes, then, it

%Cf. S.anley Rosen, Plato s S,vmposzum op.cit., p.280: "Alcibiades hunts the many or
simulates heir behaviour in order to dommate them. He is a true Svu of '

“democracy even in his attempt to become its tyrant."

s Republtc 563e- 569c

’
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wohld appear that the openness df freedom that democracy prizes as its greatest strengih is in
.the end the cause of its decline into tyranny. By gianting eac_h man license to live as hc wishes
and to pursue those things ‘which gratify his dominant desires, and ’by” placing a premium
upon free;peech as a necessary ‘complemcm of popular rule, démocracy is rendered peculiatly
.vu'lne"rable to the influence of self -ser\)ing demagogues, men whose capacity for cleQer
speaking is coupled with a ldnging for tyrénnical rule in.th.e city: ‘Hence, just as Alg\ibiades»
rises to power in the Symposium as a popular hero Who corrupts a sober democrscy by
apﬁealing to the basér instincts of men, the tyfant, the bhilosopher concludes in the Republic,
emerges as a l:ypocritical champion of the people; as a self -proclaimed defender of democracy
whose hidden desire is to enslave men to ﬁis will. L @

This mox;ement towards‘ tlyranny in the Symposium continues ’ in Lzu‘biades"
confrontation with Eryximachus, the medical expert who had served throughout the night as
éymposiarch for this little de\m’uuacy of the elite‘.b As Socrates was taking up Alcibiades’
_,challénge to drink, we are to.d, Kyyximachus ;roSe to <‘:onfrom the demégogue,,.pvro'testing in

| effect that-immoderate drinking;n’?ed@y itself an inabpropfiate PaSttiﬂA_eI for human beings,
and that accompanyih_g speech or sohg would be required if they were tb maintain their full
humanity (214b). Alcibiades, pretending to see the moderate doctor for the first time,
immediatel}: appears to defer to the technician's professional competence in matters of health,
declaring ﬁhat all present must of course comply with whatever he judges best for their
microcosmic polity. Flattéred by‘ this unwarrantevdA praise*’, Eryximaéhus recalls his earlier
proposal for each man to praisé' ‘Eros, and }emar‘ks to Alcibiades "since you have not spoken

» but have drunk up, it is j‘ust (dikaios) that you speak”.

=2

“]..,as we have seen, Eryximachus' earlier account of drunkenness pertained only to
the harsh effects of wine upon the .body (176¢c-d): .the question of the proper
amount of drink falls within his professional competence, not the question of what
essentially distinguishes the soul of a human being from that of an .animal, or what
conduces to the civilized character of a polity. That is, the medical expert can
prescribe for the health of a man's body, but in matters concerning the health ofy,
a man's soul the doctor qua doctor remains one of the many, his understanding of
the soul's good conditioned by conventional opinions rather than 'professional
competence'. Regarding the health of the soul, then, some other kind of erotic
expertise is required (cf.186c-d).
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In his reply to the techmcran Alcrbrades grants a certain fi 1ttmgness to thts advrce yet
pleads that in his intoxicated condition he cannot and should not, be bound by therr prior

resolution :

"Well, Eryximachus, what you say is fine (or,"noble";kdlos), but it is not quite |
equal (isou) for a dﬂ&, nken man to be matched against the speeches of the sober. And
_ at the same time, has @ocrates really convinced you of anything he ‘just said? Don't:
“'you know that things are the exact opposite of what he was, saying? For if I praise

. anyone other than himself, whether a;god or a hurnan bemg‘ whrle he is present he
will not keep hrs hands off me,"(214c- d) PR

h J.

_v,' R
>

Once again, A es flatters this man, declarrng that hrs concern to: defend the prior

by
arrangement evinces a noble character. But 1mmedrate‘71y0 followmg thrs comphment the

9

demagogue pleads that his conformity to. that uarrangément ‘would be~ unfarr or unequal._

*

(cf.177e). That is, Alcrbrades pleads that he would be a vrctrm of gross rnjustrce if he were'

compelled to: adhere to an agreement i whrcﬁmhe had. no part and whrch did not antrcrpate
N

the inclusion’ of a drunken man in the eulogrstrpcompetrtiom Alcrbrades poses as,%{ é/ef ender

of egalitarian or democratic justice even as he refuses to be bound by the tonstrtun@n of this

democracy Moreover to drvert attentron away from hrs own tyranmcal ways, Alcrbrades

"suggests m effect that $bcrates represents the real threat to the survrval of their democratic
‘&‘ N D
,arrangement declarmg that the, ,.ﬁ)hrlosopher 3s gurlty of dernagoguery and extreme hubris.

<

Socrates Q@tbrades mau:ttams lred when he, clarmed to feas: assault from His former pupil, for

in realrfly tt is he ‘who must be on guard agamst the phtlos0pher $ vrolent reprrsals It is
Socrates he miplres who is the true ty ra,dt demand;ng u,nder threat of coercion and violence

not only ‘irat he be prarsed above ali other men but that he recerve the honour and worshrp
\» : IR
Q
that is Jugtm,due to the gods as weIl -- S;%rates as no. parttsan of either equalrty .crvrc
piety. By way of § rcenémg Ffrs own departure f rom the terms of the founding compact, then,
: a'?» .

he must prarse Socrates in place of Eros if he is to avoid a v1olent

s Alcibiades claims tha,

~ attack from the hubrtstrc phr]osopher * Hence, under the pretence that he is a victim of the

'

’ Ve

philosopher's tyranni‘cal will, Alcibiades succeeds in eliminating the final constitutional article

of the ancien regime, thereby putting the capstone on his autocratic revolution.

I

"Of course, this departure from the prior agreement to prarse Eros may only be
apparent, if the power of Socrates is the same as, or explicable in terms of, the .
power of: ‘Eros. ¢
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Yet, we should further observe that although Alcibiades' rise to power at this banquet
may  exemplify “he ¢mergence of tyranny from democracy, it nevertheless paves the way for
the Performance ol a most noble deed, the praise of Socrates for his superior strength and
manliness. Put otherwise, this tyrannical corruption of a moderate and Sober regime‘,
culminates in a praise of human virtue or excellence, as Alcibiades sets Socrates up as a model
of the true or natu_ral gentleman who can inspire others to achieving similar thights.
Alcibiades would thus appear tt) share a certain- kinship with those noble founders or
legislators once described to Socratce by Diotima; those intensely erotic men who pursue their |
, personal good through acts of poiitieal creation, giving birth to beautif ul or noble laws and
deeds, and proclaiming noble 'tables of values' which impart order to the lives of subsequent
generatioxts (209d-e). Ultimately, then, we sge that Alcibiades employs his tyrannical power
not 1o indulge these symposmsts baser appetites, but to create a powerful image of Socratic
virtue which is worthy of imitation by men who long to be noble and good.
Hence, we se,e that there is a critical ambxgutty or duality in Plato $ portrayal of
Alcibiades in the Symposgum an ambiguity which appears to be so carefully drawn that we
1

must" suppose it mtenuonal on the part of the author As we have seen, Alcibiades appears at

this banquet intoxicated and unrestrained, a flatterer of men who appeals to the basest desires

]
-
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of thetr souls in order to enhance his popularity. He employs clever and subtle speech to

seduce these sympqsiasts into compliance with his will, and he corrupts their sobriety to

facilitate his own rise to pre-eminence. In short, Alcibiades appears consummately tyrannic, a

pay tribute to great wisdom and beauty, demonstrates a noble mdependeme from popular
ridicule, a_ntl employs the power he achieved through demagogic meens to praise the virtue of .
Socrates. This curious *duality in Alcibiades" character is perhaps enitomized by his
ambivalence towards the many and towards Socrates. For while he seems preoccttpied with
accetnmodating himself to the taste of this elite 'multitude’, Alcibiades nevertheless declares -
that he will not be influenced by their taughter, and he leads their democracy to ,it's nadir in

© - ' f
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tyranny. And whereas he profes S . a hostrhty towards Socrates ‘and his desire to reap
-*vengeance from  the man, Alcibiades nonetheless pays tribute to the phrlosopher for his
superror wisdom and proclrns his compulsron to honour Socrates in place of any man or
god. Alcibiades thus appears to be party to two cunous love-hate. relatlonshrps fII‘St he is
drawn to the demos and its accolades as a means of secunng power yet at the same time he
appears to despxse the judgement of the many and longs to tyrannrze them; and secondly, he
appears to love Socrates, yet at the same time harbours:a deep envy and resentment for the
man. Almbrades would seem to be- perched mid-way between thé city and phrlosophy,
smultaneously drawn towards enslavement to popular honour and attracted_ to a life of virtue
~and self - sul’ficiency - B _‘ . T
Thrs ambiguous portrayal of Alcrbtades would thus seem to pomt to a fundamental
incoherence or division within the soul of this man; to that psychic war between his kingly
and 'tyrannical longings which found expression in the very first words he uttered in the
Symposium (212d).”° Fom hetween his love for.the many and his love»for Socrates, Alcibiades
is mcapable of devoting hrmself entirely to either of his beloveds, or of gratlf ying his divided
erotic nature: the love he has for the hubrlstm phrlosopher causes. h1m to desprse the many
and to feel shame over hls.desne for popular praise, yet his u'repressrble;.love of honour
causes him to flee from Socrates' speeches about virtue and to embrace the demos (216a-c): -
Most assuredly' Alcibiades is not the only man whose soul houses such a painful contradiction
between fundamentally irreconcilable loves. Indeed, thlS tension between the low and high
sides of eros, between the Pandemidan and Uraman erotes (180d e, 187d e), may well be a
.defi mm_g fea_ture of the human condition: unlike the p_hllosopher. whose soul appear§ guided
by a sovereign love of wisdom which drowns out all competing loves,'the remainder of rnen
possess complex soufls, with a variety of Joves drawing them towards incompatible sources of
pleasure. Yet Alcibiades is- a‘n‘exoeptionally erotic and spirited man, and the war within his
) X .

soul between his noble and base instincts accordingly approaches epic proportions. While _

"See also Alcibiades' 'apology' for the incoherence of his eulogy 'of Socrates: his
_ ‘inconsistent speech mirrors the state of his soul (214e215a).In this connection, one
might consider Nietzsche's assessment of Alcibiades in Aph. 200 of - Beyond Good
and Evil, ' ’



67

Alcibiades is *incapable of satisfying both of his fundamentally in@mpatible loves

. simultaneously, he nevertheless appears unwilling to sacrifice either in order to achieve

gratification for the other. It is precisely this erotic tension, this titanic tug-of-war between

countervailing loves, which appeafs to fuel  Alcibiades’ tyrannical disposition:’ whereas he.
longs to be with the many and to receive their adoration, his attraction to the beauty of ’

Socrates (or to the self-sufficient life that the philosopher represents) prohibits him rfom ;

being of the many, and hence he can only rule them7 tyrannically, from above.

L

As Alcibiades: will reveal in his eulogy of Socrates, this contradiction within his erotic, -

nature was intefisified and aggravated as a consequence of his. association with the

» i

phviloscl)pher, or.through contact wit'. the strange logos of this silenic being. This point alone
would{ seem sufficient to render questionable Diotima's apoiogy_for the lover of wisdom in
political society, inasmuch a$,it suggests that Socrates musi bear some ré.sponsibility for the
incoherent and unstable character of Alcibiades' soul. Judged b\)% éonvemional democratic
stahdards (or at least by the standards of the little democracy established in the Symposium),
Alcibiadcs is neither moderate nor just, ~and hence his educator would seem at least partially
to blame for the emergence of this tyrannic man in a democracy, having fuelled his hubristic

disdain for the multitude and rits vulgar.-standards of yi}tue. Yet, as we shall see, while

Alcibiades does bring Socrates’ hubirds to court in his speech, call,i’ng upon these men to sit in-

judgement of the philosopher's "ar'x’c;gance" (hyperephanias;2i9c), he nevertheless offers a

most powerful defence of So‘c;atés against the charge that he cdrruptshthe youth, proclaiming

that through his associatibn with this unique human being he was compél]ed to love the
beauty of virtue and to strive for a condition of nobility and goodness. In the end, however,

we must attempt to explain why Alcibiades appeared to fail in his qﬁ)gt er‘th‘at form of

psychic harmony which is both noblé and good. Why did he not siiccesSfu]ly sublimate or

channel his eros toward achieving a condition of, Socratic self -sufficiency, but instead fell

back towards his desire to be with the many? Why, we must ask, was the appeal of the

philosophic life in»suf'ficient for Alcibiades (and men like ‘Rign;cf 222b)” What quality of his

erotic nature barred him from full devotion to and participatio
v .

in the Socratic example? And
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finally, what does the failure of Alcibiades reveal about the divisions within the human soul,

and about the status of eros as a primordial 16ve of beauty and the good?



the bewilderment in which one usually wanders ain a dark cl ud, but I know of
none better than to think on one's true educatg ﬁ*’\ And 50 toda) I shall remember
. one of the teachers and taskmasters of whom 1 dy .i’\- ast.”

Nietzsche, Schopenhauer as Educator, #

The speech that Alcibiades delivers before this transformed polity is advertisgd as-a
. eulogy of Socrates, a praise of the philosopher's superior power and manliness (cf.212b). The
overriding theme of this encomium is the strangeness (atopian; lit:"out of placeness”) of
Socrates, his enigmatic and nearly incomprehensible nature: the philosopher, Alcibiades
’decla_res,‘can be likened to no human beirg, not even to the heroes imagined by the poets, for
“his sort of being is compatable only to mythic non-human creatures, to daemonic.satyrs and
sileni (215a, 221d) We recall that Eryxlmachus had earher omitted Socrates from his scxenttf ic
~taxonomy of human powers, admitting *his inability to account- for the phtlosopher ]
superhuman strength and self -control (176¢). Yet, whereas Socrates may remain inexplicahle
and unclassifiable to the tnind of the natural scientist and technical expert, Alcibiades
prof esses his capacity to account for the philasorticr through poetry, or through images which
illurninate.his hid_den drives. and motivations. Following the example of Socrates’ Diotima,
Ale_ibiades aims through his speech.to reveal certain esoteric mysteries; mysteries concerning
the philosopherf his nature and his nractice, which are suitable for the hearing of only the
most capable‘ init"iates,‘ those 'who_ have experienced the madness and bacchic frenzy of
phtlosophy (218b)

o

As eulogtes goﬁhowever, th,e ong dehvered by Alcibiades on thts night of celebration is
exceedingly strange For the phﬂerast announces to these men his tntenuon to assault the
phtlosopher through speech (2I4e) and he later clatms that m speakmg he has mixed pralse

of Socrates beauty and, coutage with @ dammng condemnation of his hubris (222b). Indeed,

69 N . ‘ ‘:Iﬁ‘b;'
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as Alcibiades makes clear at -ehe 'very centre of his speech, his description of .'Secrates
represents a powerful indictment of the phxlosopher for his hubnstlc treatment of noble young
men, and his audience (which, we must remember mcludes the reader of the Symposmm) is
in reality a jury called upon to render its verdict on the philosopher's "arrogance”
(hypereph%niu;219c). Alcibiades' satirical portrait of Socrates ‘thus harbours within ‘it a
serioué charge of pdlitical {rresponsibﬂity, alleging that the. philosophér‘s hubris, a
vmanif estatioﬁ of his trans-political eros, is the’ proximate cause of madness ‘and injustice in
the youth and hence a th?eat to the well-being of the polity. In reading Alcibiades' account of
S:)crates, then, we are challenged to judge the philosopher's nature and practice, to

.comprehend the basis of his superior power over men, and to evaluate his effect upon the
q ' '

2

 political community.

\~(et ‘Alcibiades’ encomium has a dual emphasis, being as much (if not more) an
autobiography as i_t is a praise of the philoso:pher.' Like the erqtie eulogies delivered by both
Afi'sfe.phafl’cs and 'Socrates, .Alcibiades’ speech m the Symposium is a recollection .or
remerhbrance, a foray-tho the past which serves to elucidate the present. In recalling his
association with Socrates',. Alcibiades pennits us to witness the forces which shaped his soul as
a youné man . thereby allowing us to comprehend how he became what he is. The final speech
of the dialoguz, at once a confession of an undying erotic obsession and ‘an accoun} of the
great psychic torment caused i)y eros, presents the reader with a portrait of an educational

¥

odyssey; of t:e {empestuous journey of @young and beautiful spul from its first contact with
a philosopher's ‘ogos to its end or completien as a result of thi; erotic relation_ship. Much like
Socrates' own speech, the‘eulogy delivered by Alcibiades to‘ close out this night of celebration
accounts for a major 'turn’ in his life, a fundamental revolution in the chafacter of his soul

that resulted from his intercourse with a philosopher. Ultimately, then, we learn more about

Alcibiades from this eulogy than we do about Socrates, as the philerast reveals to us the

character of his own innermost drives, and repeatedly draws our attention to the effect that

]

Socrates' speeches and deeds had upon his youthful §oul. Hence, it would appear that the

judgement of Socrates that the Symposium challenges us to render requires of us that we first



strive to comprehend and evaluate Alcibieoes, the product of a distinétlyVSocrbatic nuﬁme. ’

As T hope to show, a careful readiog of Alcibiades' speech in tht Symposium does
yield suffident evidence to render a verdict in favour of the philosopher, insof ar as it reveals
that the philosophic ‘e‘ros can have an ennobling or beautif ying effect~ upon high-spiri‘ted men.
For while Alcib'iades overtiy professes that it was his youthful. curiousity and his noble desire .
for self -perfection ‘which impelled him towards.the enigmatic'Socr'ates, he oeverthelessrreveal_s
that his real moti'vationi in pursuing the philosophex was his profound longing f or tyrennical
power in the city and beyond: the: young Alc1b1ades was dnven by a voracious appetlte for
honour and polmcal power, and he hoped that Socrates mlght assist h1m in realmng his
tyrannical aspirations. Yet as a consequence of Socrates' hubristic rebuke of Alcibiade$' sexual
ove‘rtufes, the soui of this young man experienced a revolutionary transformation, coming to
desire that tr}ﬂy\ooole form of power which attends virtue or human e;(cellence. Humblgd by
the philosopher's insolent laughter, and brought to the harsh realization that his own beauty
paled in compa’riso\g with the hidden beauty manifested by Socrates, Alcibiades resolved to
mode! himself after the example of thie unique and powerful being, and io live in accordanee
with the philosopher's Spefcg}:hes‘von nobility and goodness. Through his association " with

Socrates, the eros of this high-spirited philerast was sublimated, directed away from the

 shamefu desire for poIitical tyranny towards a noble longing for virtue and self -mastery:

Socrates speeches  and deeds, we are led to conclude, ennobled or beautified Alcibiades, )
mspmng thhuf this potential tyrant the de51re to be a gentleman.
4.1'bionysian Images

iHaving announced his intention to prgis;e -Socrates in place of Eros, Alcibiades
wonders whether the philosopher will allow the truth aboui him to be spoken (214e). This is a
curious question on the part ot} Alcibiades: Why would anyone, and especially a former
associate of a philosdpher, suspect tha't the genuine lover of wisdom miéht be hostile to the

truth? As we reflect upon the present circumstances, however, it becomes clear that the issue

at hand is not hostility to the truth simply, but rather a relueténqe to speaking the truth ig
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pub\ic, and the dialogues of Plato provide ample .:dence ‘that *he philosoprs- is not above
employing noble lies when he judges"that fran' _usclosure of the t-uth might h... leleterious
political consequences. But whereas Socrat- ; migat well p--Ter te kave the tru:h :bout his
nature and practice remain hidden behinc a:ks of uny anid deeeption (216¢), he here has
no choice but to proclaim himself a part.  of honest-y and to grant A:cipiades p mission to
speak freely: the philosopher is about tc  "dicted “or hi: hubris by this ver.: ul philerast,
and a reluctance on his part to having the whole u.. toid wo’ulc be rantamc .. to entering a
| plea of guilty before the charges had even been reac Herce Alcib: - juestion to Socrates, -
\;/hich initially appears to be the product of a drunken an. .conerent mind, is in reality a
shrewd forensic ploy which serves to emphasize the juridical ..mosphere in which this speech
will.be delivered - - philosophy is being brought to the bar of the city, with Alcibiades as judge,
pr'osecutor', and counse! for the defence. |
In accordance with Soerates' eommand, Alcibiadss proinises to be truthful in speaking
so far as he has the will. Such an admission of a weaknese with regard to honesty might well
cause the symposiasts (and ihe reader) to wonder whether this eulogy of Socrates will indeed
reveal the whole truth about the philosopher. Yet Alcibiades immediately pre-empts this
suspicion by offering the philosopher the opportunity to cross-examine his testimony at any
point in the proceedings. Should any falsehood happen to be entered into the record,
Alcibiades remarks to Socrates, "check me in the middle if you want to and say in what
respect 1 am telling a lie"--a challenge repeated three more times in the course of his speech
but never expressly accepted by the philosopher (cf.216a,217£,219c).™ That is, Alcibiades
requests of Socrates that he perform for thisv s’peech. that same function which the notorious
daimonion was reputed to have performed for the philsopher's soul; namely, to exert a
negative or prohibitive influence on his words and deeds.” Thus, even as he takes vengeance
on Socrates for his hubris, Alcibiades admits his continuing dependence upon the philosopher

as a guardian of his virtue, thereby revealing the extent to which his break with Socrates was

""However, that Socrates chooses not to interrupt this speech or to protest against
any element does not strictly prove its veracity -- the philosopher, we will see, may
have very good reasons for remaining silent.

"Consider Theages,128d; -Apology,40a-b.



incomplete.

The openmg hnes of Alc1b1ades eulogy empha51ze the highly poetic character of. Lhe )
| speech he will deliver on this night: ¥ , T : P
"I will attempt to praise*SUc_riteTm!this way mfen through images (eileonen).ﬁﬂeiv.
on the one hand he will hkely believe that this'is for the sake of raising azjaugh; but
on the other hand, the image (eikon) will be for the sake of the truth ot for the
sake of the laughable."(215a)
This promise to praise the philosopher through images isémediately fulfilled by Alcibiades,
as hé likens Socrates in his uniqueness to daemonic creatures, to the wg}:en and lustful sﬂem
, and the hubnsue satyr Marsyas (215b;cf.221d-e). Yet lﬁ the seco?sentenee of this statement .
‘og _poetic method, Alc;{nades refers not to a plurallty of images B'{n to a single image or icon
eyhich will reveal the truth about Socrates. The entire speech of Alcibiadee is th'is image: it is
a: boetic portrayal of events which points toward a general-truth concerning the'philosopher's '
association with high-spirited men, or a satyr drama m which the silenic Socrates plays the
lead role (222b-c). | J
This image, Alcibiades stresses, will not be constructed in order to please rﬁen and
elicit their laughter, but will have as its goal a truthf ul'depictgﬁ of t.he philosopher's nature.
With his seemingly innocuous and trivial speeches, the philosopher may well appear ridiculous
to imprudent and foolish men, this appearance meiﬁng him sueceptible to comedic treatment
(221e). Nevertheless,' Alcibiades here refuses te %&e Aristophanes by makirg Socrates an
object of popular ridicule for the ‘many v'vh'o car;not ﬁnderstz_md him-‘-'his imege of the
| philosopher will not restage the fiaseo of The Clouds. Laughter corrupts the judgement of
men, leaving them unable to think seribusly‘ about that which has been rendered ridiculous in
their eyes: consequently, it is to be avoided by men who are good guardians of justice, 'or by
those whe re called upon to judge the hubris off the philosopher and its effect upon men in

the city. 7 ence, in what must be taken as a criticism directed at Aristophanes and his public

treatment 4. Socrates, Alcibiades opts for satire over comedy as the proper poetic medium for

See Republic,388¢,452c-d. We should note that whxle Alcibiades' eulogy will be

received with raucous laughter, this lau%{ner will be directed not at the subject of

the praise but at the author of the image, who in_his peroratnon makes Bimself — —
seem hke a frustrated lover depnved of the object ‘of his passion (222b).
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portraying the philosophic nature and practice. Refusmg to use humour in ,an accusatory?& ?

forensic fashion, and proclaimrng instead that his funny and playful unagery has truth a‘s“its T

~F

end or telos, Alcrbiades reveals that he is a pracuuoner of Socratic poetry, of a philosophic

b
brand of .image- makmg which disregards audience approval and which pomts beyond itsel!l td

the truth about the being it purports to represent. " Indeed, as the philerast suggests at one
point in his eulogy this image of Socrates is more than un- Arrstophamc in style and purpose
but may even be seen-as a response 1o this famed accusor of phrlosophy That is; tlus image
may serve .as a defence of Socrates against the:charges voiced by the poet in The Clouds, or,
more precisely, as a reminder to the comedian and to all who endorse his critique 'of Socrates
that the philosopher possesses sufficient courage power and prudencé to defend himself
vrgorously against all attacks by the non-wise (221a b) It is the substance of this defence
that we must Strive to uncover in examrmng Alcrbtades Socratic imagery:

Socrates, Alcibiades declares, can best be eomprehended yVith the aid of two strange
~ images. First ,the philosopher is like the toy sileni foundcm the agora those statues of
daemomc flute -playing creatures. which have an altogether ugly and ridiculous appearance yet
which reveal captxvatmg images of gods when they are opened up”. Moreover, Socrates bears
a likeness to Marsyas, a woodland, satyr famous for mventrng a drsunctrve form of
flute-music. Insofar as the beginnmg may be: ]udged most important in all thrngs we should
pause here to consider carefully the images chosen by Alcibiades. to open hrs praise of
Socrates B | . ! |

First, there are dimensions of these images which are left unspoken by Alcibiades, yet
which must be'brought to. the surface if ‘we are to grasp the full srgnifrcance of this Socratic
likeness. Sileni ”andrsatyrs, daemonic mixtures of god and beast, were notorious for their

| ugliness, and hence in that respect seem suitable models for the pug-nosed and pot-bellied-
philosopher. Yet as Alc}iﬁbiades will momentarily declare,"Socrates' likeness to these woodland

spirits is. not restricted to his outward look or form (eidos), but embraces "inner" qualities as

well. The siléni were lusty and immoderate creatures, famous for their erotic potency as well

" Republic, 487¢,510b-511a. | \ .
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as théir capacity for wine. As attendants of Dionysus, these 'mythic daemons were associated
by Lhev Greeks with irag!ic poetry. Yet their ugliness coupled Wi{i’l their bawdiness also made
them popular subjccts. for comic depiction by Athenian poets. Alo.ng with their intemperate
and playful dispo;itioﬁs,,howevér. the sileni were reputed to possess great ime_llecuial gifts,
and were noted for their wisdom and irony. Indeed, ox;e such creature, dubbed Silenus, was
entrusted by the gods with the monumen;al task of educating the intractable Dionysus. Sil;nic
wisdom was reputed to consist in knoﬂedgc of esoterié: mysteties, which the elusive sileni
would reve'al only to those who made a successful bid for their capture (cf.217a). In a famous
story. about one such revelation, King‘ Midés of Macedonia cabtured Silenus after a long and'
difficult chase, and ordered him to reveal th; truth abou} the human éood. In his respoﬁse,
Silenus painted a discomforting portrait of human existence: the best thing for a man is never
to have been born, to be‘nothi‘ng; secénd best is to die early (cf.218¢-219a). ™
¥ Satyrs were closely relat‘ed to sileni, sharing many attributes’ of appearance and
disposition. Marsyas was a musical satyr whose downfall was .(‘)clc.asioné:d by his hubr{s and
impiety. Having discovered a magical flute that had bet;,n dis;c{érded t'Jy Athene, Marsyas
Became fan}ous t‘h_roughout Phrygia for the beauty and Power of k}is music. This. reputation
provoked the anger of the lyre-playing Apolio, who challenged Marsyas to a musical contest,
the winner of which would select whatever penalty he Awisheq for the loser. fr_l an act of
errweening érid&, Ma_rsyasv accepted this challenge, attemptifig to prove himself musically

S

superior to the divine. But he lost the competition, and as punishment for his hubris he was
, skinned alive by Apollo. Socrates, who is hubristic after the fashion of Marsyas, sﬁr fers a
similar penalty in the Symposium, his satyric hide peeled off to reveal his soul in its hakcdness
(215b,221e).
Secondly, -in likenirig Socrates to the toy sileni whose ugly exterior conceals a

wondrous inner beauty, Alcibiades introduces a theme which will arise repeatedly in the course

of his speech: both Socrates himself and his speecties are ironic, concealing their true nature

SOxford Classical Dictionnary,p.956. The story of Silenus' horrifying revelation to
Midas is retold by. Nietzsche in The -Birth of Tragedy (section 3) as the paradigm
of Dionysian insight into the horrible - truth about existence.

\
- ~
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behind a deceptive screen. For exarnple, Socrates only appears to be erotically inclined towards
. the bodies of beautiful yonng men, Alcibiades will claim, whereas in reality he is a paragon of
moderation who has nothing but iconrempt'for physical beauty (216d). Moreover, whereas
Socrates.continually professes his ignorance and employs speeches which seem trivial and
" foolish, .the truth about the philosopher is that he.knows much-gbout the excellence of men,
and that his logos alone reveals what is required in a gentleman, a noble and good'man .
(216¢; 221e 222a) Socrates appears to be ugly and rrdrculous to the many senseless human
beings who ‘are predrsposed to laughmg at him, yet once one has penetrated this laughable
[exterror one sees that it is nothmg but a "silenic guise” 'that he has wrapped around himself to
deceive men. The phrlosopher is a master man1pulator of appearances making himself appear
ugly when in reality he harbours the most striking beauty wrthm presentrng himself as useless
when he alone can assist the noble fulfillment of human nature, and fengmng a wealmess ‘
whrch conceals his true courage and strength. |
In order to see the great distance which separates appearanCe from reality in the case
of the philosopher, then, one must "open up” 'Socrates and his speeches, and embark upon an-
adventurous journey withi’n -(221e)-.- a journey which is gnaranteed to leave one perplexed
and in quandary, yet one which ultimately romises to lead the prudent man to a life of
' genulne power and ildependénce._ Alcibiades'reulogy of Socrates is thus a 'vivisection' of the -
philosopher. It is a slicing open of this enigmatic and deceptive human being to reveal the
mysterious inner workings of his soul, and to comprehend how he srmultaneously attracts and -
repels men “around him. Such a look 1ns1df the forbrdden zone of the phrlosopher ] soul
Alcrbrades- will confess, came, {0 hrm‘hs a ‘matter of chance o1 luck (tuche;217a). Yet through
his poetic depiction of Socrates, he aims to sidestep fortune and to initiate others into chese
divine ;ecrets,, _to,publicize the Phi@@@‘l’ nature and. to‘acquaint these symposiasts with‘its )
extraordinary beauty and power (216¢). In praising Socrates; Alcibiades turns _amateur
wchologrst exposrng the soul of the philosopher so that those present may wonder abont: its . g

many."amazing” (thaumaston) attrrbutes 7é

. / : .

"“The term thaumaston (" marvelous , "amazing” or "wondrous"; that which is worthy
of human wonder) is applied .to Socrates by Alcibiades no less than twelve -times in

’

;
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Finally, wh'ile‘ilt may reveal the philosopher as a bging worthy of human \;vonder. this -
public exposure of the philosophic soul wc.)'uldb appear to pose 4some considerable dénger to the
philosophic enterprise. That this is so ié ,,§pg,gested by that very term used repeatedly by
Alcibiades for "opening up" Socrates and his logos (dichadzo;2155.216d,e'.221d.’222a). This
term had figured prominently in the myth concocted by Aristophér\les earlier.in the evening,
‘being the word used by the comedian to describe Zeus' biseéiion of our ancient ance§tors as
punishment for their hubristic,assault upoﬁ the gods (diatemo dicha;190d). Just as that act of -
chtting succeeded in weakening the circle-men, depriving them of that strength and robusthess
which had served their proud aspirations, so too does the exposure 6f the "innéf" Socrate®
" threaten to cripple philosophy and to depreciate its powef. | ¥

As Alcibiades Will point out, the deceptive disguise of Socrates and ‘rhis speeches makes
him appear laughable t6 the many; consequently it would appear to be a source of protection
" for the philosopher, allowing his true nature to remain hidden from profane and rustic ‘eyes,
and thereby permitting him to have unimpeded intercourse with those whom he chooées fo
edubate. Moreover, a§ the} the philerast will confess, it was the secrecy and mysteriousness bf
Socrates, the fact that he appeared to prudent men to know much more tbén he opeﬂly
pfofésseci, which served as a source of attraction for spirited and Laleméd vouth like h:irfiself ,
young men who divined that the philosopher might assist their ambition and reveal to them -
what is truly good for a ﬁuman being. Esoteric or ironic presentation, the cg,paciiy 1o be
interﬁreﬁed as one- th‘l)n‘g by. the many ahd something. else by the f‘ew,“‘l\lt;es ability to
simu!ianéously repel and fascinate (\as appropriate) different types of human":beings‘, would
secm to be a source of. great” power to philosophy, allowing it to remain an exclusive and

therefore serious way of life.

)

"é(cont’d) this” speech. These Tteferences include Socrates’ head (213c), his "music”
(215b), his power (2l6c), his-psychic images of divinity. (2172), his capacity to
assist young men (217a), his daimonic soul (219c), his immunity to drunkenness.
(220a), his manly deeds in war (220a), his daylong meditation (220¢), his many
praiseworthy ' traits (221c), his uniqueness among human beings (221¢), and his
general mode of being (222c). One might confidently conclude that Alcibiades
considers Socrates, or the philosopher in general, the most compelling subject for
thought and exploration. ' '
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Yet in "opening up” the phildsopher's soul, in publicizing mysierie_s about Socrates
with only the feeble qualification-that the prbfane and uninitiated shoﬁld themselves refuse to
listen (218b), Alcibiades may be seen as doing viqlence to the philosopher and his actiyity. By
proclaiming to all pfesent- that Socraies is in reality nothing like what he appears to be’”’,
Alcibiades disarms the philosopher of thatAshil.eld of invisibility‘which had protected both
himself and his way of life from public scrutiny,.-And by revealing the mysterious inner power
‘and beauty of Socrates to zall who have ears to listen, Alcxbxades depnves the phﬂosopher of
the allure that mystery has for erotic and spirited young men. Fo?just as in matters of
common hu’man sexuality, eros thrives on the forbidden and the mysterious. Yet. often when
this mysfery is fina.ﬂ.ly~uncloaked,4»tﬁe awe and fascination wh_ich had atten/d/ed and even
intensified the lover's passion are quickly dissipated. . )

The attempt to penetrate and cbmprehend the esoteric di;nension of 'philosophy, to
"open up” the philosopher and discover the images of virtue thgt lie concealed beneath t:is
secmingly incomprehensible /ogos, may well represent the epitome of the philosophic life,
being coterminus with the attempt to understand the origin of philosophye itself, the psychic
drive or impulse which compels a man to devbte his entire life to overcoming his ignorance.
Such an enpieavour might be looked upon as the model of a genuinely lil,lﬁeral (i.e.,liberating)
education, requiring of the student that he train ‘the whole of his soul (its passiona-te as well
as its rational faculties), that he.acquire an apgreciation;for great subtlety and bt/:auty, and
that he comprehend a natural standard of human excellence which enables him to distiﬁguish

good from bad, noble from base. Yet the capacity to undertaké such a life-long endeavour

(or, more precisely, the capacity to see its value and the willingness or desire to devote oneself
"Of course, as Alcibiades reminds us in his speech, thése ren preseng” at; the home
of Agathon do not represent a cross-section of human types found in the city...
These are urbane, sophisticated men, who have all experienced the "viper's bite’. " of
philosophy,. and who are therefore licensed to hear thest mysteries (218b).
Nonetheless, we are. compelled to wonder whether the Conventional nobility of these
symposiasts entails a natural nobility of character, particularly since the first five
speakers (with the p0351ble exception of Aristophanes) praised pederasty as far
superior to mature love between man and woman. In-fact, the very sophistication of
these men, their acquaintance with prevailing philosophic doctrines, may well. be
related to their apparent decadence, insofar as it appears to have hberated them
from the moderatmg influénces of traditional morality.

-
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fully to it) would itself appear to be a mark of distinction among -men, a sign of a natural

ﬁobility of character: as Diotima taught Socrates, men with vulgar natures have no loﬁging 10

pursue knowledge about virtue or Sobility, for they erroneously believe that they have a |
suf’ ficicnvt‘amount (204a). Hence, by ensuring that his words will be heard differently by men |
with different loves and preqccupations, the irony of the p.hilosopher succeeds in dtiving a

wedge between natural human types. .Itb ;epels the vulgar many whé are content with their

transitory and parochial opinions about virtue, yet at the samé time attracts the noble few

who long for power and self -enhahcemerit, whose ear f o; subtlety’is coﬁlbined with an intense

love of the beautiful and the good. Yet it would seem that Alcibiades threatens to neutrglize

this “aristocratic tendency of 'the/ philosopher's logos .with his vivisecu'oni of Socrates: he

proclaims to a group of men with heterogeneous natures.that he has seen the divine -images

‘hidd_en deep in Socrates' breast, anc¢ 1> < "ereby: offers gratis to others an ‘i'nsigh‘t that t;e

himself had to earn through a poinful ard tortuous ordeal. Alcibiades' "opening up" of

Socrates would Ehus appear t(; rep?cse;n itat vengeful assault upon the philosopher that he

" had earlier promised (213d,214e" it is = punishment of $ocrates for his hubristic stance

~ towards the divine gnd the human ‘ust ar the cifcle-men had been punished'with bisection

for their proud and impiou; thoughts, anc just as Marsyas had been flayed ali;le by Apollo

for challenging the musical supremacy of tae gods.

In light of this, itv is a mztte: worthy og great wonder that Socrates chooses to remain
silent throughout this divestment of - silenic garb. Why,'wé‘ mus‘t ask, would a man who hds
the power to protect himself aga.nst flife-threatening,assaﬁlts (221b), and who is unbea_ié‘blc
when it comes to speaking (213¢ . never once rise in his own defeﬁce when’ the very integrity
of his way of life seems 1o be at risk? Upon reflection, there would appear to be two reasons
which, taken separately or togethevr, explain and justify the philosopher's silence. First,
insofar as Alcibiades splits Socrates in two, there is no guarantee that the portrait of the ma.n '
that he presents to the sympoéiasts constitutes thoe whole stqry about the philosophic nature.
Owing to Alcibiades' limited unde}éénding of So;rates, or his own capacity for ironic speech

(222c), it remains a possibility that in this strange eulogy we are permitted to behold merely



tone half of the truth about Socrates, in which case Alcibiades has not succeeded in
. de mysuf ymg the phllosopher completely lndeed inasmuch as Alcibiades rebeatédly
emphasxzes the ur queness” of Socrates, the .lack of any human equlvalem for his sort of
" being, this osten51ble revelatlon of the pl’ulosophxc nature actually succeeds in rendenng the
ol satyl more enigmatic, more mysterious, rnore inexplicable- -the umque we mlght say, is
by its very definition opaque and difficult to fathom. Hence, there may be dimensions of the

L]

~ philosophic - soul and its eros whlch remain even more deeply concealed beneath the SllEhIC.
guise of Socrates the nature of which we are left to speculate on (cf.189% 191d) Secondly,o
although this vivisection of the philosopher is apparently motivatcd by a desire for vengeance,v
and while it culminates in an indictment of Socrates for his hubris, it may be that it contains
a most powerf ul defence of the philosopher's place in political society nonetheless. That is, in
recallmg how Socrates alone had the power to tame arnbmous phllerasts and to redirect their
- eros toward the béauty of virtue or human excellence, A1c1b1ades actually presents us wnh 2

vindication of the philosophic eros and its ef fect upon the youth in the city. In exther of these

cases, or both, the sxlence of Socrates would appear to make good sense. “

4.2 Socratic Music o
Like the sileni and Marsyas Alcibiades decl:ues Soc‘rates:is a fluteplayer, a bchafmer
of souls wnh his 'music’. Yet the 'flutmg of the phllowpher we | & is far more amazmg
thar That of the hubristic satyr. For whllp__Marsyas and his"son Olymf);s played powerful and
divine music, and while their ;nusic continues in pdsterity bto possess the souls of listeners and
10 inspire within them d longing for union with the gods, Socrates achieves the same “effect
through "naked speech” (psilois logois). devoid of ordamentation (215c). The philosopher's
only instrument is his mouth, and His speeches have an extraordinary musical quality:
Socrates is a "piedkpipcr of conscie&e". working a magic upon the souls of men thrbugh his
Io‘gos, and revealing 'to them thei'r dire need of virtue. Like the eros described by,Dimidla,

then, Socratic logos is daemonic-or intermediate, revealing to men their psychic deficiencies,

and pointing beyond itself to a divine condition of virtue or excellence.
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‘Along with Socrates the man, the issne. of Socratic or philOSOphic logos dominates the
final speech of the Symposium,heing ‘desicribed three times and reported once by Alcibiades
(215c-216a,218a,221d-222a;218e). In light of Socrates' own eulogy of Eros, this great
eniphasis upon the philosopher's dialectical speech, his strange or unique mode of expfession.
» would appear to be entirely appropria_te.' For in her agcount of the ascent toward Beauty
itself, Diotima had described to Socrates a fifth stage of aesthetic realization where the lover,
in beholding the vast expanse of beauty in knowledge or reason.> would be liberated from
enslavement to beautiful appearances, and would give birth with ungrudging love of 'wisdorn
to many beautiful and‘ magnificent speeches and thonghts (210c-d). Wit* his immunity to
physical beauty and his arrogant disdain for the things cherished and caheci good by
non-&hi}osophic men, the S?crates we encounter in Alcibiades' recollection reveals that he has
attai\ndd this penulcimate stage of the ladder leading to the perfect form of the beautiful.
Accordingly, hlS eros discharges itself in the creation of noble speeches, speeches which have
the noble and the good as their dominant theme (22le). Earlier speakers had eulogized the
work or@eeds of Eros, praising the god's Iprofound effect upon human bemgs Yet tHe
phllOSQpheI s most important and splendid deeds are his speeches, and hence it is his
' bewnchmg logos which receives the lion's share of Alcibiades' attention in this encomium.
This initial -description of the power of Socrates' logos is replete with exaggeration,

ignoﬁng the fact '(later acknowledged) that the greater part of hnmanity, lacking in prudence

and a desire for virtue, find the philosopher ridiculous and laugh at his speeches (221le). In

- “truth;-the songs of Marsyas have a popular appeal that the philosopher's speeches can never

have. Yet even as it dlSIOI‘tS the facts concernmg Socrates music, Alcibiades' image continues
t()‘ serve the truth, revealing to us the essential characteristies of the philosopher's educational

practice, and pointing us towards an understanding of what compelled philerastic men to
) . : , ‘3 . S ) : ) . .
associate with a being like Socrates.

@

First, Alcibiades describes the effect /of Socrates' speeches upon human ;’

general:

t
s

"We, .at any rate, whenever ‘we hear the speeches of . anyone else--no matter ho
good an orator he is-- Just about no one cares (melei). Bul whenever siny one of s

| ., 5»
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hears, you or another speaking your speeches, even if the speaker is very poor,
regardless of ‘whether a woman, a man, or a lad hears ‘them, we are- thunderstruck
and possessed. " (215d;cf. 1”3c) v

" In thrs ‘account of the magrc of Socrates' logoi, Alcibiades divorces the power of the
%
’phdosopher § speech frorn the quahtles of the man himself and from the style or mode of

o presentauon The amaung effect of Sotratrc Iogos does not depend upon its berng spoken by

Socrates himself, nor is rt achieved through a ﬁlamboyant or rhetorically polished form of
expressron but rather it derrves from the substance of that whrch is artrculated through the
speech from what is said rather ‘than how 1t 1s said, or by whom. Like Marsyas, Socrates is a
founder of a umque f orm of music which has, so to speak a life independent of the musician
or speaker, and whieh may be played by followers or associates of the composer wrth no
apparent loss in ‘power of effect.. ;In makiné the virtues and vrces of men the subject of his
logos, Socrates is the inventor df a form (;f speech whie_h far surpasses in power that brand of
speech practiced by ,the.orators and poets, and which“ addresses 't‘he permanent. concerns of
mankind. o - , : :-;,ﬁ*»«\” "

Moreover, we may 'infer from this description of the effect of Socr'atic speeeh that its
unique.ness and superiority derive from its inherent beauty or nebility. Those. human beings
whose sQuls are insinuated by the philosopher's logos are left possessed and | ".@understruc}("

(ekpeplegmenoi) -a condition of awe and amazement which accompanies the gipprehension of

wondrous beauty (198b-c,215d 216d) Whrle 1t may appear dry and repetrtrve to the many,

’the dialectical speech of the phrlosopher in reality marntams a highly seductive character"

inciting the eros of those whose ears are penetrated by the incomparable beauty of its theme,
and causing their souls-to fall victim t; a curious form of demonic possession. "t

Socratic logos would thus appear to share a eertain kinship with tragic musi: or
poetry. As Alcibiades will momentarily confess, under the power of the“ phii)osopher_'s speeches
) %e and "many many others” (allous/)pampollous) 'experienced a curious mixture of pleasure

and pain; ecstacy and suffering: in "‘hearing,Socrates' words, the soul of a human being is

inspired by their portrayal of the beauty of virtue, yet at the same time is compelled to feel

shame over its own deficiencies in this regard and 1ts cnslavement to base and ignoble desires

"ﬂf
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(215e). The music of Socrates, a distinctive form of speech which éombines the x.horal, and the
éesthetié, beauty and virtue, appeéls to the sOul's'primor'dial long;ng to have interco,ur‘se} with
the beautiful or the noble (kalos), and .forces upon men the painful realizaiion that their
Souls remain far from this condition of refinement. (215e-216a:cf.173,211d).

In the second half of this descnpnon of Socratic logos and its impact upon men,
Alcxbxades personahzes the account, testifying to the effect that the phllosopher s speeches
once had upon his own spul (and would still today, if he had the will to listen)." Through his
association with Socratés, Alcibiades became profoundly dissatisfied with the state of his goul,
co',ming to despise his enslavement to shameful desires, and ‘specifically his overwhelming

preoccupation with attaining'-popular praise and honour. ‘Faced with 'thé suﬁlime beauty

depicted in Socrates' logos Alcibiades professes he reached the opxmon that his slavish and" h

o
% L/noble way of life was Qot worth living (216a;cf.211d) - While this philerast was driven by his’

nature into politics, into the publié domain wherein honour ’and ‘power are. objects of
'competitive striving, :Socrates compelled him to agree that this quest for public notoriety
brought cons:derable harm to his soul, causing hlm to neglecl the virtue that it was truly m
need of. Socrates speeches accomphshed something quite extraordmary Alc1b1ades declares,
somethmg that no other human being couid achieve or even 1magme p0551ble Socrates made' '
the vain-glorious Alcibiades feel shame over the viciousness of his kove of honoui’"bcd the "
vulgarity of his soul. To escape this pain \ang torment, the young man fle’d from the

_ philosopher's seductive discourse like a runaway slave, taking reflfgc in the pleasure he

 received by being the darling of, the many (216b).”

e

"With this quahflcatxon Almblades subtly reveals the extent to which he has
exaggerated the 'poetic’ quality of Socrates' musical logos: Alcibiades’ own experience
with ‘Socrates proves that the philosopher's dialectical _speeches are resistable.

" Indeed, Alcibiades here likens Socrates to the Sirenis, those melodious enchanters -
og mankind who stole men away from their families and communities by promising
t0 impart knowledge of all great things (cf.Homer, Odyssey, xii.39ff.). Like
Odysseus before the bewitching Sirens, Alcibiades "stopped up his ears”, refusing to
be seduced by Socrates' logoi into leading an idle life of speech and contcmplatlon
(216a; cf.Aristophanes, Frogs,.1491). Notice, then, that Socrates here appears as the
seducer rather than the object of seduction, and that Alcibiades' aversion to the
contemplative life was an aversion to its idleness--men who do not perform” deeds
which please the many do not receive public honour in a democracy.
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Through intercourse with Socrates. music, then, the soul of this intensely erotic man

was subjected to a forceful assault. The ‘phi'loso-pher's appeal to the beauty of the virtuous '

and self -sufficient life incited a fierce war within, Alcibiades, as his low and high drives, his
~ “base and noble longings, struggled for conquest- over the wholeb terrirory of his soul.
Alcibiades' reason was compelled to behold in%ocrates"speeches a noble vision of human
fulfililment that awakened the Uranian dimension of his eros and calrsed him fo fee] shame
over the uglmess of his-soul. Yet his spirited desire for glory ‘and power resrsted this noble
influence, and continued to draw his soul towards the polmcal affairs of Athens. As a result
of his contact with Socratic music, with a form of music that insinuates to the core of the
psyche and seducés its longing for intercourse with the beautiful or nobie,_ Alcibiades' soul fgll
‘}ictim to the most extreme disharmony and tension--the strange songs of the satyr strained

7 .2

~ this man's soul like a' wishbone. Education may well be a delicate erotic enterprise, directed

towards achieving_a harmony amongst the bestial and divine loves of the soul, towards_

t

creatmg a civilized human bemg or gentleman by balancing contrary erotic drives (cf.187c-d).

Ye; as Alcibiades' testimony reveals, the path to such a harmonious condruon of soul-

demands that one endure considerable pain along the way, being forced to confrom‘-‘»p_ne's

deficiencies and vices as a first step to self -overcoming. True education, the libera'ti,on of the

soul from enslavement to conventional opinions and prejudices and the channeling of its eros

toward’the beauty of the self-sufficient life, would thus appear to be an experience suited
only'!f or the strong. of ‘heart, those human beings whose love of the good dominates all "other
passioris in their ‘sou-ls. _ - ‘ b |
Finally, we should note thdt in this description of Socrates’ speeches and their effect
upon the sgul, Alcibiades revezr]s to us perhaps the greatest attraction of. philosophy for
‘high-spirited and intensely erotic young men -- power. While Alcibiades confesses that he too
experienced the demomc possessron induced by the satyr's songs, he further reveals that,
unlike the "many many others he belonged to a comparatively smaller%class of men, a class
‘numbering .only "many others” (alloi polloi, 216¢,222b), who reflected upon and were

impressed by the immense power afforded to the philos‘opher‘by his unique capacity for

‘o
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speaking. When he ‘was young, Alcibiades tells these jurors, he considered Pericles to be a
very: good speaker, yet he found that even this great statesman and orator could not.compare
with Sqcrates 1n his ability to influence and control' men through »st)eech »(215e). Moréorer. in
addition to hisd bewitching effect over most human: beings, Socratos, Alcibiades testifies, had

sufficient power in his logos to perform an amazing feat hithertonnaccomplished by any' man,

.- Socrates conquerod the soul-of Alcibiades ‘himself. This high-spirited and unrestrainable

N"man, who considered himself capable of rnling Athens (and even the world) while still in the

bloom of his youth'®, was made to feel shamé by Socrates' speeches, and found himself
unable fo contradict the philosopher or to disobey any of his commands while in his presence '
(216b). One who possessed this-great power in his speeches, this ambitious man must have

1mag1ned “could havc unassarlable power in the city, being able to command the souls of both

 the weak many and the strong few, and thereby ehmmatmg all obstacles to, the imposition of

one's pe?sonal will upon the regime.*! I.t\was thus Alcrbtades grand polmcal ambition, his
tyranm:.;l' urge or his phllerastlc lust for honour and power, Whlch made SOCI'allC speech so
attractlve to him, and whtch drove him ever closer to the philosopher desptte the pain and
torment he claims to have experienced as a consequence of this association.
4.3 Socratic Power: Moderation and Hubris
| This interpretation of Alcibiades’ ambitious " motives for consorting With : ’thc '
phi—loSopher is immediately rati.fiod by the philerast, as he turns from the! issue of Socrate-s‘
speechos to the nature.of the man himself | |
"And I and many others have been affected in such ways ‘by the flute songs of this
satyr before us. But as’to the rest,-hear me tell how he is like those to whom I have
likened him, and how amazing is the power (dunamm) he has.” (216b-c)
What most 1mpressed Alcibiades about Socrates and hlS strange music, what capt/vated this

r

young man's unagrnatlon and peaked his currousrty, was the power which seemed to emanate

1%Gee Alclbtades 1,104e- 105e ‘ ’
" Indeed, he might even have imagined employmg this power of making . the weaker
speech. the stronger to make a buffoon of the great Pmcles himself, and therewith

to demonstrate his superior ment as ruler of Athens. (Cf Xenophon,Memorabilia,
Lii 40 -47).

0
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from his every word and deed. Alcibiades was driven by his eros, more precisely by his love of

rule and pre-eminence,’to associate with Socrates, in the hope that he might be educated by
the philos:)pher, into this unique form of omnipotence.*’ |
Alcibiades recognizes .that his claim regarding Socrates' wondrous power will be
greeted with skepticism by the symposiasts (who have, recall, spent the past few hours with
the man, and have heard’ him speak at length). Like most men, they would hardly regard the
philosopher, whose only deeds consist in his speeches, to be superior ip power and stature to a
great statesman like >Pericles. or even to a promising young commander like Alcibiades
himself. Yet Alcibiades proclaims to these me that not one of them is acquainted with the
real Socrates, with the soul wllic_h remains concealed beneath a fragile and miserable
appearance; and he declares thgt he ‘will enable them to see clearly beyond the philosopher's
silenic guise: Alcibiedes promisee to dispel their skepticism by displaying the true grounds of
Socratic power, B
- This revelatory language mvokcd by Almblades is remxmscent of language employed
earlier by Aristophanes in his pralse of Eros. For at the outset of his eulogy, the poet
procla‘.imcd"that human beings/,xem,ain deplorzbly ignorant of the spiendid power possessed by
this deity and that this ignoréﬁce was the caus: .of great injustice being committed against the

god: although Eros' powera enmles him to 'he greatest altars and sacnflces such pious

&

" worship is entirely absem from human conduct. To redress this mjustme Aristophanes

promised to mmate_&ﬂ men into the power of Eros, to teach these symposiasts about his

potent force so that they in turn might be educators of others. Eros, he declar'ed, is most
deserving of human oner ard reverence, as “he is "..the most philanthropic

gg of humans) of the gods a helper of human beings as well

as a physician dealing with an illness the-hezling of which would result in the greatest
2N - . Ve

happiness for the human race”(189d). Eros is a competent servant of nature, furnishing

humah beings the means of recapturing the natural unity and wholeness that they forfeited

.I(;ng: ago as a consequence of their impiety and ‘injustice (193¢c-d). In Alcibiades’ revelation of

v

b
. |

« ' Consider Xenophon, Memorabilia,l.ii.16. .
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sacred mysteries, however, the power of Socrates replaces the power of Eros asha‘ matter
worthy of recognition and worship by human beings. Hence, er are compelled to wondei’
* whether the philosopher's power is directed towards Lhe same end declareh by Aristophanes to
‘be the telos .of love; to wonder whe;her Socrates, throﬁgh his effect upon young men in the
city, h&§\the power to assist the fulfiliment ‘of human nature, and Lhereih to bring great
, happiness. to the race of man. |
Socrates’ pOij‘ Alcibiades proclaims, consists in his sﬁpe'rhuman moderation
(sophrosyne) or in his immunity to the attractions of physical beauty and common pleasures.
While the philosopher appears to men to be erotmally inclined towards beautiful young men
and to be "stricken wild" by the charm of their beauty'’, this public posture, the philerast
contends, ps actually an intentional /stratégy of deception on the part of this silenic being:

b

Socrates’ i;aemperate, all-too-human response to physical beauty is in reality a feigned
B} ‘

2

reaction, an rfonic aiternpt to conceal his indifference to such thiﬁgs from public view anAd to
cultivate an aipg:arance of his natural humanity. When opened up for inspection, Alcibiade;
Teports, Socrates- displays an almost unnatﬁfﬁl lack of care or concern for those things w'hich;
incite passxonate*é@s in most human beings, and for the sake of which men expend the

greater part of theu%cqulsmve energy. Beneath his guise of “‘conf x':mty to the tastes and

Judgements of others, fﬁe true. Socrates considers physxcal beautyv'

‘g&:alth and honour, those

o 5wy

_ Moderauon we learn in the Republic, is a virtue’ of Lhe soul {(or the city) whxch is not
" confined to a single part, to either the rational or spirited or appetitive aculucs, but Whlch
éxtends throughout the whole, consisting in a music-like accord or harmony érrri;émgst the

parts. In being moderate,. a man becomes "stronger than himself ": reason, his smaller and

“For examples of this reaction, see Charmides,155d, and Erastai,133a. Yet, in
feigning this houiosexual eros, Socrates in fact accommodates his behaviour ,to the
taste of the few rather than the many (i.e., he fcigns conformity to the taste of
men like those present at this symposium, perhaps in order that he mxght receive
invitations to parties like this). .
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better part, allies with spiritedness or will power to enforce an iron discipline upon his inferior

multitude (ﬂezhous) of desires and appetites. Moderation thus represents a form of martial

rule in the soul, as the war between prudence (which counsels restraint) .and desire .(which

craves umlimited gratification) is resolved in favour of the former in its alliance with the

¥

‘armed force of the will.* -

Yet, as\ we also learn ff_om that dialogue, the idea of moderation may be dl:vided into
at least three, and perhaps four, related kinds. First, there is a type -of ‘moderation which is
imposed upon the soul from xgithout. In this case, an external restraint or policing of the
desires must supplement inner resources when a soul, ow;in'g either to the)mmaar_n‘ﬁf its
reason or 2 weakness of its will, proves incapable of ruling itself. Young éhildfen, in 'whom

prudence remains undeveloped, are particularly in need of such external moderating

. influences, relying upon the judgement and compulsion of adults (usually, but'npt always,

their parents) to restrain or tame their appetites. When reason is unable to persuade the will
to make war upon the desires, when (due to its virtual absence or underdevclopmeqt) it
cannot~shame the spirif into a wholesome alliance against\ the bestml element of the soul, this
mastery over the appetites must be supplied by some soul which is capable of ruling/ itself and
others, and which recognizes moderation t6 be a source of psychic strength and harmony.

‘ Secondly, there is a form of moderation which consists in self-rule or self -mastery,
and which accordingly may be seen as the end or goal towards which the external policing of
desires aims. This virtue of the soul, characteristic of human beings in whom prudence has
reached a sufficient level of maturity to récognize the goodness of temperance, may be
understood as the primary meaning of sophrosyne, "sensibleness" or "sound-mindedness”. In
the soul which enjoys shch-sovereignty, reason rules tyrannically over the voracious appetites,
shaming the spirit into s‘erQing as its auxiliary, and thereby keeping a man from performing
unjust a;ld ignoble acts in pursuit of sensual gratification. The man who is bmo‘derate in this
sense, who pr’actices a voluntary selffdenial, remains free from enslavement to his baser

longings, and has no need of external assistance in tuning the lyre of his soul. The truly

'

" Republic, 4306-432a.

.
WERE



R :
s 89
] .
moderate man is both musician and ;nstmment., providing his 'own psychic harmony and‘ .
acting as a self -sufficient guardian ef his freedom. |
Thirdly, howéver, there is a kind of moderation which is perhaps more aptly
chafacterized as a comine_nce of both body and soul, a condition of temperance whi'ch'resﬁlts
- from the waning of “erotic ‘energy. Such moderation entails little or no forceful restraint of
passions and desirés, insofar as vthré.‘o‘?-_iect of  that restraint remains in such a weakened -
c5ndition that it cénnot.cﬁallenge the authority of reason over the soul. As a normal
-accompaniment of satiety', old age, or._physical disease, this form of continence or. natural
moﬁeratiop is less a noble sirength than a debilitating weakness of soul, less a virtue than a’
manifestation of bodily infirr_nity or psychic entropy. The continent man is moderate and just
not primarily becausé he recognizes the merits of these virtues and aspires to achieve them.' .
. but bgcausq he lacks the eros which wpuld propel his soul towards immoderate and unjust
pursuits. -
o But beyond this weak andv apathetic state of vsolul \/be méy discern yet a fourth kind of
moderation, a distinctly §ocratic continenc; which is exemplified in the squl of the genuine’
lover of wisdom, aﬁd which (ironically) results from his intense eroti‘cism and his hubristic
aspirations. This philosophic brand‘of contihence is more a matter of appearance than realiiy:
while it manifests itself_‘as an indifference towards those pleasures which preoccupy most-
human beings, this moderaie condition. does not result from a weakness of absence of eros,
but rather is caus"‘ed‘by"'“f{-"he' sublimation of the sou]'s':.erotic energy into the pursuit of )
knO\;vledge or an_aﬁprehénsidn of divine Beauty itself In .this‘ case, 'the unrestrained love of
~ wisdom simply drowns out all 'lesser "loves, imparting "aln erotic uni\ty or ‘harmony. to the
philosophic so.ul. Socratic moderation is thus a vdluntary denid? of sensual gratification that
flows from the .immodcra'te, self ish, and hgbrisiic love of wis‘dor’n. As the philosopher 'pl‘xrsues
erotic fulfiliment through intercourse with beautiful séu‘.é, ascending the ladder of beauty’
toward the beauty of being, he comes to recognize as ugly 'an; repulsive those thjngs called
beautiful by men who are familiar with only the lower ruhgs,__émd 10 cons‘id@r.,lhc?pursuit of
such things 'a pf:tty and\‘ ignoble enterprise (210c,211d). As Alcibiades .himsclf observes in»

~
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describing Socrates' moderation, the philosopher is not only rent to those things

deemed blessings by the multitudez(i.e.,by the plethous eitheri or the soul), but he

+

" holds these 'objects of popular desire, and the men who suc‘ b 1o them, in great and

ineredible- contempt (216¢). Socratic moderation is thus an’ironic by-product of immoderate,
hubristic striving -- the’ phxle;opher would appear to harmonize opposite tendenueq and_
counter 1lmg drives within hlS soul, Hence, while Alcxblades conf:demly declares that he has
seen throggh Socrates erotic disguise to the reality of his moderation, in fact he may cnly
have ‘per'letravted one Iayer of appearance and discovered yet another. For as we learn from
Diotima, the philosopher is in ‘rea‘lity a supreme eroticist, striving f. or‘a divine wisdom and
immortality which makes him continent with respéct to the goods that incite eros in most
human beings. - o . ' \

However, the young Aleibiades was not~ cegeerned to arrive at ~a profeund
understanding of Socrates -- he merely wanted to use the philosopher in service to his own
ambitjous ends. Alcibiades saw in Socrates what he wanted to see; what his own eros, hxs love
of honour and power, inclined him to see. As Alcibiades gemarks with great wonder and
- fascination, Socrates' moderate indifference to physica__l beauty, wealth,‘ and honour
'manifested itself in en anti-democratie disdain for the muititude. Moreo'ver, his immuri'ity to
things called beautiful ‘and good by the many freed him from: enslavement to popular tastes
and prejudices, endowing him with a solitary indepehdence and a charismatic pov/er that
enabled him to command the wills of all men (216e). Although Socrates 'was a persuasive
speaker, and could easily have gratified. any desire for sex or money thaf”he might have
harboured in his soul (cf.182b) ,‘ nevertheless he refﬁsed to pursue this erotic satisqfaction
longec f‘or by most men, and this indif fefence (misinterpreted as ;restraim) served as a further
source ef strength for the man. The philosopher appeared to be perfectly self -sufficient, free
frorﬁ dependency upon the city and hence from *the//need 10 please any man but himself.

" Socrates, Alc1bxades supposed, must have known somethmg which caused him to disregard the

pursuit of pleasure and honour, and which was thus the source of his superior mdependcnce
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-and srrength."’_The philosopher.’thul' became a mystery and egigma for Alcibiades, the
unriddling of which might afford him the means to establishing an unconquerable tyranny in
Athens, and pferhaps even beyond the city walls. As t ;’;’:'“’“Cf confesses to this elite jufy
assembled at ‘the home of A.garhon his recognition of “Sacrates' ha&dghty indifference _‘Lo_.-"'
po;ular prarse represented a godsend (hermazon) and an amazing piece of good luck
Qaauebema),ﬁxhe now had the opportumty o be apprised of the phrlosopher S secret
wxsdom by gratrfymg him (217a;cf.184c-¢). Once again, notice, it was not the love of virtue

ora desire to know what is good for a human-bemg that impelled Alcibiades towards

Socrates Rather, it was his will to power and glory his Iongmg for that whic he conf idgntly

4

held to be his goo% -v«%\ch prompted him to halt before the phrlosopher and to bow : his
commands.'* ," ; , |
Allcibi‘a_desi'&@”'”offers hi- jury a cstimonial to the philosopher's superior moderatior:
and his hubristic dlsdam rfor ph .al beauty, recalling that embarassing occasion when
Socrznes spurned his sexual overtures. Beiieving that Socrates was in earnest when he praised
hisvbeauty. Alcibiades was convinced~thth he might be initiated into the philosopher's
mysteries if he gratified his desires. 'faking an amazing arnount of pride.in his youthful
bea'uty, Alcibiades supposed that even the continent Socrates would be unable to resist its
charms (217a). The p’hile_rast thus set out to seduce the philosopher, apparently believing (as
does Agathon in this dialogue;cf.175c) that through interconrse with Socrates’ body he might. .
have intercourse with his soul and be { il"led with .its wisdom.*” Alcibiades resolved to play

Midas o Socrates' Silenus, attempting to capture this enigmatic being and to be made aware

of its seetets.

'This may be where the young Alcibiades made his greatest error in his assessment
of Socrates. For as we learn from Diotima's taxonomy of lovers, the issue of
erotic orientation is mot so e,nuch a quesnon of knowledge as it is one of nature.

'* See Nietzsche's- assessmem%x "saint's” attraction for high- spmted men,
Beyond Good and. Evil Aphi W.h

"While this feat is, metaph‘_._‘ ly speakmg strictly impossible, the success of
"sexual espionage” throughout human history suggests that it is not as improbable as
it sounds. Through seduction of the body, one can have intercourse with the soul,
exploiting the fondness and intimacy whrch otdinarily prevail between lover and
beloved. .
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The attempted seduction of Socrates took place in fouy stages, witrr each stage
revealing a intensification of Aleibiades' eros and curiousity. First, while he was in the habit
of iconsorting ‘with,,Socrates only in the presence of a third party, Alcibiades decideg 1o
dispatch his attendant and to be alone with the philosopher. hoping that intimacy would cause
Socates 10 converse with him freely gust as a lover does with his beloved." But these hopes
were dashed' desprte this opporturle prrvacy, Socrates did not devrate from his habitual
manner, but took hrs leave from Alcibiades after havmg spent the day in conversation. -
Persrstent in erotic matters, "Alcibiades next challenged Socrates to join ‘him in stripping and
wrestlmg presumably calculatrng that no human being could be immune to the beauty o'f his
physrcal form. But 1he supremely moderete Socrates was unlike any human being, and the
philerast gained no advantage from this seductive oloy Frustrated by; Socrates's- self -control,”
Lnd his appetlte whetted even more by the satyr's apparent 1mmumty to eros, Alubrades
" resolved to adopt a more barbarous stra{eggx if gentle persuasion and enticement:would not
work on the phrlosopher then he-must be set upon by force -- the bodv and soul of Socrares |
must be raped, and compe \)o reveal its secrets."’\ An experienced seducer, Arcibiades 'setk .in
motion a plot which would ensure uninterrupted privacy “ith the hard-to-get Socrates,
inviting the philosopher to dinner at his home * On the first occasion that Socrares attended,

¢
1]

Alcibiades' shame restrained his forceful pass:en, and he allowed the philosopher to depart

" Why did Alcibiades feel compelled to have ¢ cluperone present when he met
with Socrates? Was it a concern for public image and pr0priety (in which case it
would appear that association with Socrates was circumspect in Athens)? Or was it
(as is generally the case with chaperones) that Alcibiades feared Socrates, sensing
that there was some powerful passion concealed beneath his miserable exterior? .

“ [t is a most curious feature of this entire seduction--indeed, of this entire
speech--that Alcibiades never once hit upon. the notion that Socrates might be a
confirmed heterosexual, and that his resistance might reflect an immunity to
homosexual love rather than to sexual love simply. We must remember that while
all previous speakers had praised,the superiority of pederastic love, Socrates claimed
to have learned about erotika from a woman, and we are compelled to wonder
whether everything she had to’ teach was conveyed by means of speech alone. That
is, just as Alcibiades appeared to have ulterior motives for consorting with Socrates,
could it be that the young Socrates' desire to be with Diotima represented more
than a pure love of -wisdom?

**Curiously, this is precisely what Agathon does in the Sympostum. s the tragic
poet driven by similar erotic urges? We should note that Alcibiades ends his eulogy
" by warning the beautlful poet about the dangers of -consorting with Socrates (222b).
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once he had dined Yet the inhibltlng force ,of shame exertedlonly a temporary influence upon
Alcibiades- he recaptured his forrr;er boldness and renewed his plottings once again. The
fourth and final attempt at seduction yielded more promlsmg results as the philerast managed
to keep Socrates in conversation late into the evening, and persuaded h1m to spend the mght.
in a private room with no one else present. At lasr,‘Alcibiades was on the verge o,f. realizing
his erotic aspirations.” . — ‘ | |
. When he was alone in the dark -With Socrates.. —Alcibiades_recalls, he freely voiced his
opinion that it would be foolhardy for him to withhold from the philosopher either his body, -
his. wealth or his influential friends. Thus, by offermg to pay Socrates for his wrsdom
' Alcibiades in effect treated the philosopher _like an ordinary sophist. Did he not yet know the
difference? Professing a noble desire to become the "best possible", and praising the "
philosopher as -the most conrpelent assistant in this quest lor self -perfection (cf.212b),
Alcibiades confessed that_ he“would be far more ashamed _before prudent men-if he failed to
gratify.a man like Socrates than he would be before the many for gratifiring him. As a mark -
of his natural-nobility, Alcibiades tevealed his disdain for the'inferior multitude in the eity, |
proclaiming his willingness to forego popular praise and honour in order to receive the esteem
of the few (cf.194b-c). | |
Socrates’ reply to this erotic ddvance, ;{lcibiade: warns his audience, was delivered
with his customary irony (218d). And admittedly it is devilishly difficult to uncover precisely
‘what the philosopher meant to say to this young man. First, Socrates pr_aised Alcibiades for
his recognition of a beauty in the soul :h‘;ug‘h which .he might - become "better" (or_
"slronger"', or "braver";ameinon "his youné /rnan had realized that beauty is not restsricted to -
the body or the perceptible realm. Secondly, howeve_r,_ Socrates charged Alcibiades with
deceitlulness, elleging that his purpose in consorting with a p\hilo;sopher ravas uniust. Like the
Trojan Diomedes in Homer's liad, who traded his bronze armour for thé precious gold mail

)
o

of an Achaian in a friendly exchange on the battlefield, Alcibiades was attempting to deceive

"That Soceates flayed hard-to-get with such facility afid effectiveness should perhaps
give us cause to wonder who in reality was the pursuer and who the pursued.
Recall that Diotima had described to Socrates a god of Love who has great skill in
weav;ng devrces to trap the beautiful (203d).

y - .
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- the philosopher, to acquire something of great value in exchange for something ‘Which.is in

. o , . B
truth worthless.’® Alcibiades, Socrates implied, was attempting to acquire knowledge about

beauty and the ‘power which" accrues to one who has such an underét_anding without

undertak_iﬁg‘the great labour required in the pursuit of such knowledge: Alcibfﬁdes was trying

&

"to acquire wisdom without philosophizing. Finally, Socrates suggésted to Alcibiades that his

-

pursuit of poiitical power through dssociation with a philosopher might well be 2 m?@
enterprise, proclaiming that his soul may in reality be nothing (owden). True to hi al\cyc/\ o

—— -

~ form, Socrates dissuaded Alcibiades from his shameful and unjust quest by suggesting that at
bottor the soul of thre philosopiler may remain insubstantial and formless, and hence that this

young man may_ not find gratification for his eros through intercourse with a lover bf

wisdom. In ._bel'ie\;ing that a philosopher could (or would) assist him in reaiizing his politica} "

ambitioﬁé‘, Alcibiades revealed ‘the immatu‘rity of his ‘rea‘son -- Alcibiades' beautiful body may
have been in its prime but his soul remz;ined youthful ahd lacking in good form (218e-219a).
£ Alcibiades appeared not to understand Socrates ironic reply (and af ter all ‘who could
blame h1m) In response, he merely relterated hxs desire for mnmacy and placed hlmself
under the prudent command of the philosopher (21%) Socrates accepted this offer of an
alliance, declaring that they would contix;ue in the future tp be friends and to pursue that

“course of action which looked. best upon deliberation. Aicibiades, ‘however, took this

concession to mean that Socrates had in fact been wounded by his arrows of love; that his

prey had been captured. Emboldened by this apparent victdr‘y,\ the philerast reclined besidc thc

naked philosopher and embraced him, only to be subjected t0 2 most hubristic insult: Socrates

laughed at this young man's exceptlonal beauty scorning that one quality which Alcnbxades ‘

considered his most pnzed possession and h1s greatest polmcal advantage. Why, we,must ask

would Socrates treat this man in such a hubristic fashion? Why would he subject Alcxblades ”&o

** Homer, /liad,vi.119- 236 However, we should note that the exchange was not so

clearly to the advantage of the Trojan: tough bronze armour may he:a much more .

- valuable possession on life's numerous battlefields than armour of som gold. Did
Alcibiades have something of comparable 'protective’ value to offer ‘to the
philosopher? (See 218d with 219d: Whereas Alcibiades offered Socrates sex, wealth,
and fnends -he later realized that the phnlosopher was immune to sexual love and
money -- the matter of friends remains conspicious; by its absence.
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this indignity after havmg Laken the’ youth under hi$ wmg professmg his friendship and/his'

*
LY

concern to ensure the young man 's future good"

explanauon and JSU
e ; . by Socrates arrogant rejection of his love, A.lcibiades nevertheless )
ed to long for the: phllosopher s company. Alcrbrades actua‘uy
emerged from this painf ul assault on hlS pride with an mtensrfred admiration and wonder for
Socrates' superiof moderauon cohrage and nature. He now knew well that Socrates was no
sophist; that the phrlosopher was as immune to the attracuons of wealth as Ajax was to 1ron

No longer did Alcibiades look upon Socrates as a‘_ rne_ans to realizing his tyrannical aspirations, ,
but he nevertheless "continued to be?"captiyated*by the philosophe{r"s, superior fexample of -

manliness (andreian; 219d) . .

Hence Alcibiades' soul was humbled by thrs incident. P1or to that night with
’ Socrates the philerast was vain, opmronated pompous and pretentious-- a thorﬁhly
uneducable young man. He was confident that the great physical beauty endowed to him by
naa?u're could charm any human being into compliance with his will, and. he longed to acquire
knovyiedge of the soul and a capacity for clever speaking solely as a means to establishing
‘tyranmcal control’ over men. But all of thrs appeared to change as a consequence of (He
phllosopher s hubristic rebuke of hrs physrcal beauty His arrogance erushed by Sotrates'
arrogance, Alcrbrades sensed that he had encountered a human being who was rmmune to his
beauty and charm; ‘2 man who apparently embraced a standard of beauty that made4 phys;cal
attractiveness look ugly by comparison. The cocksure and confident Alcrblades thus fell victim -
. to radical self-doubt, sensing that his own beauty was not after all the most splendid in the
world; that there existed a still greater form of beauty to which the phi]osopher's eros aspired,
and hence that the politréal tyranny he longed to establish did not represent the most beautiful
or noble end for a human being. As the philerast admits, following this incident his soul was

in a quandary, and he,wandered about aimless, confused, and distracted. The example of

Socrates caused Alcibiades' reason to doubt that the object of his own powerful longings was |
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indeed' the greates.t good for a humah being, and accordingly his soul Jacked direction

(219e;cf. 173a) Alcibiades' soul was rendered chaouc and " formies< as a consequence of-

Socrates’ ‘.hubns, and it was in dire need of order a-nd guldance. . >

Upon reflection, then, the humiliation of Alcibiades 'emerges\,,.as part of a

revolutionary pedagogic strategy, the first step in the reformation of this _vdung man's soul.

> 1
v J

Through this attack upon his vanity the philerast was rendered ﬂconsi’derably more piiantand

educable. His confidence that he knew what was beautiful and good for a human being was

RS

shaken by Socrates' reproach, and his own pi)terl‘l eros, his own love of beauty, new longed PR

for a new object towards which it might direct its acquisitive energy. Through his hubris,

Socrates accomplished a most astonishing feat: he controlled the previously uncontrollable © "% N

Alcibiades, reducing his soul to a condition of stunning ignorance and thereby preparing ‘it Tor

an _educaiion in virtue. As a result of the philoso'pher's arrogant deed, the form i‘mparted )

Alcibj)ade;ls’ soul by his tyrannical eros was destroyed, yet this act of destruction cleared the =

~ way for tﬁe créétion of a-new form, a new” soul. Alcibiades became a primordial chaos oflf,

.. erotic energy that could be reshaped or reformed by sublimating his love of be.:iuly towards .
“the pursui.'.t_"‘ of nobility and human excellencg. The remainder of Alcibiades'’ eulogy is an - \

‘account of this reformatory education in virtue, a testimonial to the philosopher's own D 4

v

creative eros. .

\,
\
v

4.4 Socratic Power: Independence and Strength

Some time after this péinf ul incident, Alcibiades recalls, he accompanied Socrates on’

the military campaign to Potidaed, where they shared a tent together.”” There, he claims; he . * -

 .Ca. 432 B.C. Jt is curious that the two military expeditions récounted by SRS
Alcibiades were less than major successes for Athens. The expcdmon to Potidaga. to
suppress a colonial revolt was an inconclusive victory (Potidaea was lost fo the .
Chalcidians in 404 B.C.), and the campaign to Delium led to a decisive defeat for
Athens (see Thucydides,” 1.56-65,IV.89-101). Indeed, the. banquet depicted in the: .
Symposium takes placc on the eve of another costly Athenian military defeat: the "
Sicilian expedition, in which Alcibiades played a major part, although largely 1hrougb
his absence (Thucydides, V1.8-32,VII.72-87). One should consult Thucydides on the -
apparent cause of the Sicilian expedition, and on the passion that “Alcibiades surrcd

up in the demos when advocating its launching (Vl 24).

N v
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beheld Socrates acting in a manner superior 1 afl the other soldiers, including himsélf (219).  °
Rﬁovdd from the peaceﬂul conditions of the, polis, a:d placed in a violent mtlteu wherein .
men prove their worth through acts of heroism and self -sacrifice, the philerast was able to see

Socrates more clearly, be

‘ ing the phllosopher s soul stripped of its sﬂemc cloak of trony
and deception.-, | . | |
.Hence th¢ education &‘al Alcibiac’lé; rteceived from the philoéopher was one which
took place in war, an envnronment Wthh is apt to make or break the soul of any man.
Through the example of his own martial virtue, Soctates succeded in haraenmg Alcibiades'
~soul and releasing it from enslavement to- its fears (2213-b\.‘Thc phllosopher became for
Alc1btades a model of nobility andjauman excellence he proved himself a valiant and prudent
warrior, a "real man" (andros;221b) whose virtues were worthy of admiration and imization
by men who long for the beautlful-and the good. In war{ Alc1b1ades found htmself; he
discovered that s.trong condition of the;‘écul which alone represents genuine beauty and health
‘ for a human being, and he resolved to devote his groe; his energy, towards' achieving that
noble end. -

In this penuitimate section of hls eulogy, then, Alcibiades departs from the speeches
of Socrates and lndertakes to. praise the phxlosopher s deeds, spectfxcally his acts of strength
and daring (220b). This shift in empha51s is significant, both in what it reveals about Socrates
and about the teaching of virtue. For -.m this account of the philosopher's performance in war
we learn that Socrates practices what he preaches. The philosopher's logos al;éut the virtues
of ‘men is not hollow rhetoric, not the 'tvcrds of n self -serving sophist, for his own.deeds
exemplif y those qualities of soul that he prnises in Speech. Despite the philosopher's "silenic
guise”, in the final analysis there is a perf ect’ congruence between his speeches and his soul:
the "inside” of Socrates' strange ,l_ogos. matches the "inside” of_ the strange man, each
possessing an internal cohere‘nce. and each displaying the requirem;nts of human nobility or

4 gentlemanliness' (221d,222a).

Moreover, that it was this glimpse at the philosopher's warlike soul which succeeded

in reforming Alcibiades suggests that something more than mere speeches about virtue are
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reqpired to tame and educate high-spirited, ,pshilerastic 'me”nr‘ As the comic poet - piessly

ST 2

claimed in his eulp‘gy, manly men, intense lovers of honour and victor_\', are excoed oy
hubristic, disdaining the affections of all whom they consider their inferiors . . % ¢ men
. . ‘ ' ]

E . . ' . : / .
embrace high standards of excellence, and are reluttant to . gran. egu:
. ¢ 4 -

7

“superiority, to any m‘én. 'I’He. philerast's éntlook on life is eriétic OF &ul 18, 2T everv roan
is seen as a rival in the contest for glory‘jz/md power. Consequently, dr" who 5tr v+ to educate
_such ‘highly efotic souls, to _redirect/t@éir eros towafds the pursui1.01 a noble fo "o
and power, must first-écquire the‘iﬁquspectﬁ, something they but grudgir gly gra-t - mu
S AR A
Aemonstrats‘gpe's superiority on’ thei‘r.teglms. proving one's courage of maliness{ andraian
and therewith one's wortheas a _Lea,cﬂer or mentor. Indeed, the first thing that Al ihiade
remarks upon in this praise of Socrafte‘s in war is how the philosépher faced hardghip better
than anyone else on the battlefield: Socrates acquircd the esteem and admirétion of this
philerast by displaying his superior strength and endurance among high spirited warriors.
,ﬁAlcibiades thus divined that the beauty or nobili?y towards which Soc.rates' philosophic eros
aspired did not render .this man weak and effeminate, but rather it inspird within him the
power to distinguish himself as a real man.”* Given Alcibiades' evident appreciation and
understanding of the powers of rhetoric, one suspects that the. praise of such beauty alone
would have been insufficient to inspire within him the desire to achieve this condition. He had
to be shown, through the. deeds of that very human being who paid tribute to virtue in
speech, that this noble pursuit was in fact a source of independ~nce an'd strength for a man.
Thus,‘ it would' appear that the teaching of virtue is always an ad hominem enterprise: the
teacher's personal example, his. own.chara\cter and practices, serves as a litmus test for the
way of life he advocates in speech; as a Iivihg testimony both to the seriousness w»rt-b\w\h'l\c:x he

regards his own teaching; and to the contribution it makes to the good of a human being.
/

Alcibiades' praise of Socrates' behaviour in war consists in a catalogue of seven

—_ B #

*That this section of the eulogy is in fact an account of the curriculum} of
Alcibiades' =ducation is perhaps substantiated by Socrates in Book VII of the
2epublic. There, as he introduces Glaucon to a rigorous pre-philosophic curriculum,
he streases that the subjects must not be useless in matters of war (521d).

.o
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"amazing” or "wondrous” deeds that attest 1o his unique strength.®* The first four of these
deeds bear witness to the philosophc?'s rnodeiation or self-control, his indifferer.ce to bodily

A . : .
pleasures and his endurance of pain .01 hérdship. Socrates, we learn, was able to,gorfor long

°/

men requrred warmth to remain alive and sleep to rejuvenate their povrers, the philosopher
could walk barefoot in the fiercest winters, and could remain awake for an enttr day and
mght in_contemplation. Hence, while most human beings must cater 1o the comrnoh needs of
 their bodies in thelmterests of heilth, Socrates' continence ltberated him from this
enslavement to the ‘body: his -mim'malh', physical needs and his dis’regard{ of the body's
weaknesses en_dowed him with the independence required to tend to the needs of his soul. The ')
philosopher, Alcibiades‘suggests with his examples, appeared not to have any b%dy at all, to
be a disembodied soul. » e “
Yel each ol‘{fese examples otj Socrates strength or self -control is unique, elucidating
a different facet of the philosopher's independence. First, we are told, when thea'amty was cut
off from us supply line and forced to go without f ood, Socrates dominated all others in his
capacity to endure starvatron While such an unfortunate occurence tends to weaken mrn's
bodies and to demor;hze therr sprnts Socrates' soul ruled tyranmcally over “his body ref usmg
to succumb to the distress whxch typically attends a lack of adequate nourishment. Beyond
‘this, however, the example further reveals to) us the manner in which the philosopher
comported himself towards chance or fortune in humen life. For the incidfnt that Alcibiade

recounts was a matter of bad luck, one of the misfortunes of war. But whereas all the others

were devastated by this misfortune (indeed, one suspects that they were inclined to blame

their bad luck on the gods, and to make prayers and supplications®*), Socrates a'c'cept'"'
turn of fate without flinching. The phrlosopher was courageous and resolute before -“‘ '

remaining cheerful when others became mtserable and retaining his strength of wm wh et.

*The. density of references to “strength” (kratos; 219d,220a1,6,220c) and "amazing"
(thaumastos;220a4,8,220b, 220c,221c) in this brief account suggests that what was
most wondrous for Alcibiades was the philosopher's- strength of will or his
spiritedness. - r

“Cf. Republic,364b,383b.
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others became dlspmted The soul of thls warlike human bemg was 1mmune‘ the v1c1ssuudes #

of chance, and therefore f tee from the anxiety they normally arouse in men. In this respecl he

L)

-

proved his musxcal superiority to the greater part of mankind.”’ f

N\

Secongly, we learn that at festivities, Socratestllone was able to take pleasure in’ other
A ‘ )
things beside drink. The philosepher had no desire to indulge in wine, but even when he was \

compelled to do so by others he never sutcumbed to drunkenness: Socrates ,was (and still
- t

is;cf.214a) a model of Apollinian sobriety, remaining immune to that condition of intoxication

which v‘k'ens and disorients other men's bodies and souls. But Alcibiades ‘implies .lhr(_)ugh his

+ L

testimony that Socrates was not simply unerotic or indifferent to all pleasures, but Lhal the’
philosopher's 1mmunny to or lack of care"for physu:al pleasure was a product, of his quest for

psychic gratification, his pursuit of those thmgs which pleasc and nounsh th{\ soul. *

Moreover, as a consequence of pursumg‘these pleasures the plnlosopher was” fendered
{ =

indifferent to the’Eompulsxon of othér men: even if he was compelled by fellow syrrj:osxasts
AN

]

" to drink against his will; his soul nevertheless remalned unaf leC‘Led by thls 'lyrannleal' assault
«» upon his body. ' _ : -
5 In beholding Socrates’ demeanor and behaviour at symposia, theg, Alcibiades learr;ed‘
much about the philosopher's capacity lo survive and remain indepe:dem_ even in the most
restrfctive/political circumslances. For like this present symposium at the home of Agathon,
* the banquet that Alcibiades recdfls serves as an in;age /f the political association, and reveals
Thow the philesophel comported himself” towards men in the -city. Socrates indeed
accommodated himself to the will of the majority by foflowing its eoplmand that all men

should drink; but even as his body submitted to this political rule his soul remained free to/f

7 (Cf.203d, and Diotima's account of the toughness of Eros. Consider also Republic,
399a-b, and Socrates' account of the musical education of thé guardian class: "Just
leave that mode which would appropriately imitate the sounds and accents of a man
who is courageous in -warlike deeds and-every violent work, and who in failure or

when going- to face wounds or death or falling into some other disaster, in the "
face, of all these things stands up firmly and an agamst chance.”
*Judg ‘from Socrates' voluntary attendence esent symposium, and his

behaviour ing the proceedings, we may conclu Lhat such psychic pleasure derives
from speech, Jand espegially from speech with beautiful human beings (cf.194d). The.:
philosopher i§ drawn to those banquets where he can find a healthy feast of soul

food.

\ o
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pursue its chenshed goods. By dxsregardmg the body, by refusing to allow physical conc: ns

B b

to .dominate his passions, the phxlosophe{ was hberated from poht contrgJ other men
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mxght rule hlS body and make it conf orm to their coercive dictates, bu' the \} co\ldvnot ruTe his
soul,‘ or deter him from pursuing those things which truly graufxe:i his eros. The beauty (o
which the philosopher’s eros aspires--according to Diotima an immaterial form of beaqty
which iranscendAs poliiical affairs- -is not dependent upon the body or the city, and therefore
does not rgQuir; that his soul be sp’lbject 1o those forces which constrain his physical being. By
virtue of his sublimated eros a;d his shperhuman continence, Socrates iS a cor;summate
'chameleon', able to adapt to any political setting without éacrificing t'lié erotic questA for
fulfillment. ** o . |

- Thlr"ll-y/ Alcibiades recalls Socrates' immunity to natural elc(mcﬁs ixs capacity to
endure extreme cold without even the protection of clothing. In the terrible winters of
northern Hellés most men sought refuge indogss, and if they did venture out into-th‘e snow

they wrapped their bodies in an amazing number of gar nts’and covered their feet with

sheepskms But Socrales appeared to have no such aver ijon to the frigid climate, marching

[

barefoot through the ice wearing only his summer mantle. Thus, in addition to his ) .

independence from fortune and the compulsion of men, the phElosopherfs self -control
%

rendered him strong and resolute before- the harsh and {otemiall? destructive power égﬁiature

herself. Whereas-most men, owing to the weakness of their, bodies and spirits, permit nature

to restricg their me{ﬁnd to make their souls miserable, Socrates refuses to allow external
}. .

or bodily condiiionsnto affect the state of his soul, standing up defiantly before the forces of
nature and rhoving abput just as freely in harsh weather as he does in temperate conditions
Yet, as Alcibia‘des reveals herg, it ’is precisely this defiant posture which causes the philosc pher
' 1o appear hubfjstie to lesser men,v and C’@h elicits their resentment: as) Socrates ma:-ched

barefoot through the ice, the other soldlers looked askance at him as if\he were despisii
| ®

"CrF.176c: "And I leave Socrates out of account; as he can go either way, he will

be content with whatever we do." Curiously, something similar was later said by

Thucydides (and Plutarch) about Alcibiades himself, remarking upon this man's

remal&gble apacity to adapt to any political setting, even the harsh Spartan way of

life, wg\h ease (Thucydides,vi.88-93; PluLarch "Life of Alcibiades”,op.cit.,p.249)"

n
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"the man who towers above all otherg with his superior st@glh, and endurance, frequently
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them (ZROb).\Ihe natural condition of the philosopher's soul, his comparative immunity to

AT P S o \ , 4 -
physu:?!\pams and pleasures and his practical indifference to both his natural and pylitical

4

environments, endows hinm™ith superior sjrength and freedom. But in'this condition he serves

ry

as a constant ﬂ?ﬁnful reminder to lgsser men of their weakness and their- enslavement to - |

with Socratey, every man's soul appears to be a "ninety-eight pound

weakling”.- Alcibiades was thus alone in hisfadmiration for the philosopher's slren*gi and
o

self -control, as the other men present c{)n ered Socratesynoble endurance an implicit insult

~

to their pﬁysiéal limitations -- where Alcibi#es beheld no™{ty and excellence, the many saw’ -

L -

qrfbg arrogance 2Ad disdain. From this incident, then, Alcibiades learned that the great man,

E) t o |

incurs the envy of small-souled men, wing their blame and resentment rather than their

AN
praise. . 3 AN s , g?_.

. Y . .
- However, the f ou&th act of endurance performed by this enigmatic ‘Odysseus serves to

qualify this account of the shilosopher's hubris. F"ﬂnce when Socr:;tes was possessed by a

thought,'Alcibiades recalls, he stood % the same spot ‘f rom dawn to dawn in contemplati

-
refusing to yield to the normal human need for sleep (232(:). o) While the. answer the
question troubling him wa? elusive- and difficult to track down, Socraies gevertheless
persevered in his 'hunt for the tru;h:),;s a manife’s(\iation :of the highest kind ,of ubfi's, the .
philosophez. refused to rest E:ontem with his ign(;rance, but diligently pursuid a

kriowledge which was not readily accessible to the mind of man (cf.210a-212a). - , - :

Yet here Alcibiades adds two Eignificant points about this incident. First, by standing.

motid%css and resisting .the impulse to sleep, Socrates became a wondrous spectacle for other

A} -

men to behold. Specifically, some lonians who were present on the campaign decided to sleep

#
on the ground in the cold night air in order to see if the philosopher would remajfi in “» o
J . .

_ A A
194 cibiades here litens Socrates to the wily ©Odysseus with a quoétion from

Homer's Odyssey (242,271). "What sort of thing the strong man did and dared.” y

This line appears twice in the Odyssey, the first referring to Odysseus’ own
deceitfulness as a spy, the second to his endurance before the guile and deception
of a woman.

191Cf.174d,175b.
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contemplation throughout the night. That is, through his nersonal example of superior
manliness and endurance, Socrates inspired lesser men to endure physical hardship and 0.
perform similar acts of strength: although Ionians were—known throughout Hellas for their
softness and lack of manliness!®?, the spectacle of Socrates compelled them to undertake
- labours which would toughen their_own bodies and souls, or' which. would free them from
enslavement’ to their physical weaknesses. Unlike the 'Athenian soldiers who envied and
resented Socrates for his superhumanendurance, the Ionians were awed by the “philosopher's
strength, and were accordingly persuaded to imitnte it. From. this curious incident, ‘then,
‘Alcibiades learned that a living example of nobility can have an ennobling or uplifting effect
upon' those whom~it charms and captivates; that the noble man enjoys great power over his
inferiors, msofar as they strive to follow hnn and to imitate his example | |
Secondly, Alcibiades recounts how thrs amaung feat came to an end: the followmg
mornmg Socrates made a prayer to the rtsmg sun and went about his darly business. The
hubristic philosopher, who is defrant before certain forces of his own nature, nevertheless
displays a- p\iety or humility bef‘ore the vhrghest things, those things whrch stubbornly Tesist
human -comprehension. Ultimately there is a genuine reverence which inheres.in the
N philosophic soul', as. the lover of wisdom recognizes the the divine things do not have f tee and
'. u_ninterrupted intercourse with human beings,v or that the 'pursuit of “knowledge may well
répresent ,the’most sublime case of unrequited love. ;We must always remember that after a
lifetime of unceasing labour in pursuit of the truth, Socrates maintained that'he knew only
that he kne“t nothing Indeed, it'may perhaps be the greatest _testimony to the will of the
.phtlosopher that he has the strength to endure thts quest to accept his perpetual 1gnorance
despite devotmg his entire wealth of erotic energy towards overcommg this condrtton That is,
perhaps the rnt\)st amazmg thrng about this fourth labour performed by Socrates is that he
persevered in hlS search for an answer despite the fact that he apparently "made no progress”

(220c).re

192 See for” example Republic, 398¢; Herodotus, i.143,v.69; Thucydides, v.9,vi.77,viii.25.
193" We should note that of the four deeds of endurance recounted by Alcibiades,
the Symposium offers explicit corroboration only for three: Socrates arrives late for
~ dinner, thereby manifesting an indifférence to bodily nourishment (175c); both



»
104

Of the three remaining deeds recounted by Alcibiades, two attest to the character of
Socratés' courage in- battle, while the ceﬁtral feat evinces his immunity to.Lhe love of honour.
Once when A_lcibiades fell wounded on the battlefield, Socrates bréved considerable personal”
danger to save both him and his wea#onsi» 'g_he ph%i},qsophér proved both his courage and his
love for Alcibiades, refusing to abandon the young rynan in the heat of battle, or even to allow
him to suffer the great s_hame'of losing his personal armour (cf.179a). In recognition of his
bravery, Alcibiades petitioned the generals 10 a§vard Socrates the "prize of excellence”
(taristeia), a token_ of valour® whﬂich the Athenian commanders wished to bestow upon
Alcibiades himself on account of his superior rank. Yet despite being most deserving" of the
award, the pléilosopher proved more eager than the generals that /  ibiades ‘be its r_ecip'icn,l_, -
rather than himself. Alcibiades thus received a token of popular . . iitical honour that he
himself admits. was justly Socrates' due. |

On the surface, this recollection of Socrates' strange behaviour reveals much about the
charactéf -of the philosopher's courage and nobility. For most men are in need of honour and
public {ef’c“ognitionl to inspire \t}nem to behave in a noble and courageous fashion, to risk
wounds and perhaps death in defencz of their city and its goods. Eros, that longing of the
soul to be forevef to participate in the eternal, causes a. man to fear and avoid situations that
threaten to end his being in the world An excessive 10&'6 of life makes a man timorous and
reluctant to perform deeds which are crucial to the survxva] ‘of the city. But what d:sﬁng& \#
- high-spirited, war-loving men like Alcibiades is that they love honour more than mere life,

v

seeing the acquiydn of fame or glory as a means of transcending the temporal limitations of

“”(cont’d) Eryximachus and Alcibiades remark upor Socrates’ immunity 1o
drunkenness (176c.214a), and we hear that at the conclusion of the party the
philosopher apparently drank both Agathon and Aristophanes under the table (223c);
and we hear that Socrates not—only refused to yield to the need for sleep when the
_other symposiasts did, but that he actually remained awake.for another full day
before taking his rest at home (223c-d).This indepculent evidence would thus appear
to attest to Alcibiades' vetacity as,a witness Moreover, it further serves to highlight
the third- labour, Socrates' 1mmumty to the cold. While I remain mystified as to
the meaning of this asymmetry, one might consider Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, Preface,
#3: "Philosophy, as I have so far understood it, means living voluntarily among
ice and high mountains -- seeking out everything strange and questionable in
existence, . everything so far placed under a ban by morality.”
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human being, of leaving a "1asting imprint ubon the world. Consequently the promise of
political glory, of an enduring memory in the minds of fellow citizens. mc‘ctively
persuade such men to confront life-threatening situations and to stz 1o~ L
distinction. Prizes for martial virtue or excellence enlist lhe love of honour  s:rvice tc the |
common good of the political community, and are thus a necessary facet of polucal life.
Unlike most men, however, Socrates's courage, his proven willingness to risk violent death,
was not mdpi'véted by thé love of honour: the philosther refused to accept any political
rccognitidn of his valour, and in fact urged it upon a man who apparently was in need of
such cx/t:zmal inducement, or who could make better use of it. The philosopher is unigue
among men in performing courageous deeds withaut any desire for glorious recognition of his

-,

courage. Thus, what we learn from this incident -- or, moré to the point, what Alcibiades
learned fro;n it -- is that Socrates' manliness wes supported by an intense love of human
nobility or beauty, by a concern-to be a natural gentlerﬁan regardless of what he seemed to
others to be. The philosopher is unconcerned with ’obta'ining popular praise for his noble acts,
and instead performs these deeds out of a desire to be noble or virtuous, considering the
attainment of this robust condition of soul to be a suffictent reward in itself. Socrates,
Alcibiades learned, embraces a ;Landard of beauty which causes him 10 be the most manly &f
men, and which.liberates him from enslavement to the accolades of the many -- Socrates is a
strong arzd iqdependent gentleman, |

Finally, Alcibiades praises the philosopher's courageous behaviour wher - Athenian
army was roul;ed at Delium. Whereas Socrates, whose previous heroism had gone uiirecognized
by the Athenians, was but a hoplite or.foot soldier, Alcibiades, we learn, had by then
- advanced to the rank of knight, riding on horseback and commanding troops (221a).'** Since
he was at this time a mature warrior hardened against the fears of battle, and since he was

then in a superior condition of health, Alcibiades testifies that he was in a position to behold

Socrates acting in even a "finer” (or "more noble”; kallion) way than in previous battles.

104 Since the horse figures prominently in the dialogues of Plato as an.image of the
city (see,~Tor instance, Apology,30e¢), Alcibiades’' claim that he was by now on
horseback, riding the horse and having it serve his good, acquires a greater
significance. ‘
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Coming by ‘chance upon Socrates and his companion Léches while the army. retreated,
Alcibiaded remained by t?heir’side to ensure their safety, and was impresséd by two properpies
of the philosdpher's courage. First; Socrates displayed remarkable prudence or “"good .
senée"(euphron) in the midst of great-chaos or ;iisorder. And secondly, whereas the other men
turned their backs upon the enerﬁy and fled in Haste, the philosopher defiantly faced front
and retreated slowly, as i_f to announce his disdain for his attackers. Socrates' performance,
Aléibiades declares, was in pérf ect c}i-ﬁracter, revealing the aécuracy of Aristéphanes' depiciion
of ‘the philosopher's hubristic _demeahor in The Clouds: even as he -faced great personal
danger, Sg\crates "sw;gggred like a pelican, casting his eyes from side to side”.'®* Retreating in
this way, the ph—iTér_z—istA asserts, Socrates made it app;rem to, the enemy, even—at a great
distance, that he was a real man who had the resources to defénd himself vigorously against
the most violent attacks. Even in retreat the philosopher struck fear in the hearts 6f the
advancing army, and consequently emerged unscathed from this disastréus defeal.

Perhaps .the key to the significance of this vignette is Alcibiades’ 'menlion of
Laches.!*® For the Plaidnic dialogue named after this man (who would later become an
Athenian general) is devoted to the question of courage, and concludes with Socrates and his
interlocuters in a state of loss or perplexity (aporia) regarding the nature of this virtue. At
one point in the discussion, Laches defines the idea of courége as an endurance of the soul.'®’
The philosophcr', however,  denies that this could be simply true: whereas courage is regarded
as noble and beneficial, foolish endurance is shameful and harmful to a man. The definition
of courage as endurance is thus rendered inadequate, and requires that a dislinction be made
between prudentl and imprudent forms of endurance. Indeed, as Alcibiades remarks in this

~

recollection, Socrates' courageous (not to mention hubristic) perseverence on the battlefieid

195 The Clouds, 1.362. The context of this line is revealing. It is spoken by the
Clouds to Socrates, and it announces the grounds of their attraction to the man.
These goddesses are not drawn to Socrates because of his superior -wisdom and
judgement, but because of his hubristic. swagger and his barefooted endurance of
many evis. Indeed, as Alcibiades reveals here, . Socrates' hubris is praiseworthy -and
attractive for men like himself, announcing the man's superior confidence to the
world.

¢ Cf. Stanley Rosen, Plato's Symposium,op.cit.,p.315.

19 Laches,192¢-d.
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was coupled wifh supérior prudence or good sense. Put otherwise, Socratic courage manifested

itsell as a noble marriage hetween r:oderation and spiritedness, or between complete

self -control and a malgﬁ suengih o- will. Even as the philosopher revealed publicly his -

capacity for violence, -re—Tronetheless remained a paragon of perfect self-mastery. Courage
does not 'consist in an animal boldness in a raw or unrestrained spiritedness, but rather

requires an irpn dlsc1phne in the soul dll'eC[Cd by reason or prudence The reformation of

Alcibiades' soul in war was thus capped off with a lesson about courage and prudent

Sclf control the' most courageous and manly men are not hotheads, fools or beasts but -

gentlemen who do not .relax the rule of reason -over their passions even in the most
life-threatening circumstances. Only in this way does a real man remain Wne to the fears
which debilitate his inferiors, and thereby attain a condition of noble independence.

)

4.5 Socratic Music llevisited

In concluding his eulogy of Socrates, .Alcibia'des returns to the question of Socratic
logos, declaring that the phllosopheri's'speeches are as silenic asbthe man himself (221d-222a).
Whereas the philosopher's words appeax fidiculous‘a‘nd trivial to the many (and hence are
suscepuble to Aristophanic parody), the ‘philerast asserts that therexpenenced and prudent
man is nonetheless able to see in Socrates’ spoeches many pleasmg images of virtue”
(agalmata aretes) which can lead him 1 a c%dition of nobility and goodness, Socratic music
is like the very hide of a hubristic satyr, concealing a divine beauty beneath a mask of irony
and deception. |

Immediately, however, we st ask why this praise of Socratic logos is set apart from

the mma] account of the philosopher's speeches. Why did Alcibiades neglect (parelzpon) to

say these things at the outset? While it is tempting to attribute this apparent lack of unity in

Alcibiades' encomium to his drunkenness (2Y5a), the philosopher will momentarily give us
cause to doubt the plausibility of this explanation by suggesting that the philerast is in reality
sober, that he has merely feigned intoxication to license his frank disclosures and to iude the

rezl purpose of his speaking (222c). Thus, a more plausible interpretation of Alcibiades’
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drs_luncuve praise of Socratic logos one whxch remams amsxStent wrth the confessroml'
character of his entire eulogy, is that the Almbtades who. nGw applauds the rntrmsrc nobthty'
of the phrlosopher s speech is not the same Alcibiades who spoke at the outset of his
encomium. 'A—s,‘we have seen, the initial prafe of Socrates' powerful loges was delivered b\ a
- 'youthful Alcibiades driven by tyrannical urges; it was a praise of sophistry by a man who

s

‘ longed for unassailable political power, and who saw the philosopher's daemonic speech as a
most effective instrument for controlltng men's souls. Yet throughout thrs encomium, we
' wrtnessed the educatlon of Alcibiades at the hands of Socrates. In the phrlosopher s hubristic
’ treatment of thrs youth, and in the philerast's account of Socrates amazmg deeds in war, we
beheld the reform_atron of Alcrbrades' diseased soul, the. redrrectmg of his eros away from the
shamefu! desire for political tyranny and towards t;;e,noble desire“,for self -tyranny, for'
" self -mastery and independence. The Alcibia_des who_ now speaks of the philosopher's
ennobling speech is thus a mature man inspired by the example of Socrates' own inoependence
and strength; a man who now sees in Socrates' musical logos the principles which supported
the philozopher‘s own superior‘ manliness, and which have the power to make a human being
" stronger, more profound, and more beautiful. The changing structure and tenor’of this eulogy
thus "imagistically " represents the educational transformation of Alcrbrades the changes
* wrought in hrm as a consequence of his association with a phllosopher Alcibiades neglgged at
the outset to say these things about Socrates speeches because they are things that he did not
- see, and didhnot care to see, as a young man; things which ‘hisuiyouthful love of popular
honour and political tyranny kept him frog seeing. In the concluding 'section of his eulogu,
then, Alcibiades reveals to ’his a-udience his mature understanding of Socrates, ‘p_raising those
noble djmensions of the pnilosopher's speech that -he only came to recognize and love as a

consequence of his educational odyssey.
j Socrates' s ~“Alcibiades declares, are most like sileni when they are "opened
up”, revealtng that in reality theyh are nothing like what they appear to be..Even those human
<

beings who are willing to listen to the philosopher ftnd his speeches altogether laughable at

first: Socrates ‘words seem to be nothing but mindless inanities, constantly refemng o

1

~
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paék-asses, blacksmiths, shoemakers, and tanﬂg:_rs. and appearing always to say the same
things through-the sarﬁé t'-hfings:.”" But if one sees these %peechés opened up and courageously
wanders within, Alcibiades m'airi:t.aing,' one will discover 'two,emaordinary" things about thém.
First, one finds that Socrates’ speeches alone poss¢§s internal sense and coherence; that the
philosopher’ s logos is uniqye in its avoidance of contfa}ii-ction. And secondly, one sees that his
speeches are most d1v1ne theiotatous), possessing the largest number of images of virtue,
and deah;).g v;th those quesuons’?hc consideration of ;\/hich is itself ennobling or -beautifying.
Thus, Alcibiades contends,'once‘ a man sees beyond the laughable exterior of Socrates'
speeches and takes them seriously, he can embark upon a journey which will lead him to
divine beauty, z;hd which accordingly promises the most pleasurable gratification for'hx's eros.
Tﬁr'ough r’eﬂe‘ction upon Socrates' dialectical speech, one can penetrate the philosopher's
shield of iroﬁy and wander about inside hi_s s‘oulr, marveling at its many,.amazing images of |
virtue énd coming to understand what is required in the soul of a natural gen'thl‘eman,' a man
who is both noble and good.‘ Whether Alcibiades recoénizes it or ﬁbt, the language he employs
here is in‘lensely‘ erotic in character, and reveals justv how far he has. progressed from his
’ youthful condition. For as a young man, ihe philerast though}t it possible to gain ac:ess to
- Socrates' soul ‘by*having intercourse with his body--the young.Alcibiades res.ricte.. erotic
phenomena to matters of the body, and believed that all gratification fof eros could be
achieved by gratifying the sexual appetite (217a). Yet the mature Alcibiades, compelled by tﬁe
example of Socrates to take senously a form of beauty that transcends, the bod) now
apprecxatcs that redson is the erotic medxum dlSlmCthC of man: whereas hx; body is mupable
of penetrating Socrates' soul and sharing in its wisdom, this mtercqurse thh the "inside" of
the philosopher can be achieQed by reflection upon. that logos which mirrors his psychic
condition.'? Throdgh the use of reason, a prudent and expefienbed man can gain access to the .

3

19 The precise meaning of thesc examples escapes me. However, insofar as each is
an artisay who deals with a specific techne or domain of technical knowledge, we
may perhaps suppose that Socrates' discussion of these occupations represents a first
step in considering the character of knowledge and knowing as such.

199 ., the images of virtue which inhere in Socrates' silenic speech mirror the
divine images that inhere in his silenic being (g:f .215b,216¢e).
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images of virrue that lie concealed both in ‘Socrates' loéos and in his soul, and thereby- haye
intercourse with the forrns of the vittues to which Lhese“irnages point. Soéf\r}aric logos, a form’
of rational speech thar appeals to and incites the huméﬂ 1i"e_ of beauty, is the medium.
through which an intensely erotic man may "be together” with uke-minded men as well as the
divine things, cultivating within his soul the virtues appropriate to a noble man. Socrates, it

'

seems, is a most capable servant of ‘Eros: he channels the eros of young men into noble
\
Uranian expressions, and agts as an instrument through which these erotic souls mig_kit find
gratification for their noble longings. . h
Alcibiades' strange elrlogy of Socrates, his curious combination ot’ praise and blame,
thus ends on a nore of sublime praise for the pnilosopher's own 'nob‘ility and power. fhrougn
his deeds and his speeches, Alcibiades declares, Socrates proves that he is & maker of ,noble
souls. More precisely, the philosopher demonstrates that he is a "midwif e” who dssists nature
-n the generation of nobility or beeuty, o1 who facilitates the reproduction of virtue in human
’ beings.""lo Like the satyr Marsyas who was flayed alive by Apollo, Socrates is guilty of extreme
hubris. iiut this hulpris is justified as part of a pedagogic strategy that transforms potential
" tyrants into aspiring gentlemen, men who strive to gratify their eros by having intercourse
with the beauty of virtue. As a consequence of his treatmenr by Socrates, Alcibiades
| professes, his soul underwent a radical transform4tion that could not have been achieved by |
any other man. Inspired by the philosopher's own example of independence and strength,
Alcibiades came to love virtue: the philosopher awakéned within him the desire to exercise

that power over oneself which attends the cpltivation of excellence in the soul. Thus,

professing his intense love .of beapty o1 nobility, his longing to posses a truly noble glory and

power, Alcrbrades presents hrs\own beautified self to us as a defence of the philosophier in

political sc‘enety, claiming to demonstrate in his very person that the hubristic eros of Socrates

)

1190 Socrates as a "midwife”, see Theaetend,149a-151d, especially 150d: "...whoever
associate with me, some appear at first as even vory foolish, but all--whomever the
god allows--as‘the association advances, make an amazing lot of progress...AnJ this
too is as plain as /day, that they never learnt anv -thing from me, but lhcy on
their own from theirselves found and gav: birth to many beautiful things.” (Trans.
Seth Benardete, Plato's Theaetetus, U of Chrcago Press, 1984).

~ ‘ / RN
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contributes to the beautification or ennoblement of man. - ' ’ -



5. Conclusion: <,
Tﬂe ‘Féilure of Alcibiades
We began our examination of tfle Symp;m by noting Aristophane's desire (0
critidze some element of Socrates' eroti¢ et}ﬂogy. Relying ubon the comic‘ poet's depiction of
the philosopher in The CIoud;v. and suweyi\;lg the teaching on eros that Socrates attributes 0
D'iotima, we concluded that this Aristophanic c@icism of Socrates would have amounted to-a
condemnation of the hubris entailed by the philosoph@é eros, and of the disrupdve effect that
this hubristic striving has upon the yvouth in the city. Diqtima had argued that the philosophic |
'pederast’, the lover of wisdom whose eros propels him into an association with the most
beautiful and talented youth, in fact contributes tc;]fﬁe good gdvernance of the po}itical
association by engendering mOdCIfl[iOH and justice in the souls of young men. Ultimr;tel).z, the
| priestess suggested, there is a symbi._otic harmony between the philosophic and/political gdods.
and the selfishness of the philosopher accordingly pdses no threat to the stabilitby of the polis:
Buti‘jl;‘swt as Aristophanes opened his mouth to respond, ih bhrst Algibiades.vliving proof that
Socrates' pedagogy did not always succeed in making the youth more moderate and more just.
Alcibiades appears in the Symposium as an immoderate usurper', a 'philerast’ whose l(j{'e of
power and glory compels him to transform moderate democratic order into a demagogic one,
prelude io outright autocracy. Alcibiades thus represents the criticism of Diotima's apqlogy
‘for philosophic pederasty that Aristophanes would have advanced if given the opportunity to
speak: neither temperate nor just, this product of Socratic nurture renders the philosophic

eros questionable once again, requiring that the hubristic philosopher's contribution to the

political good be defended on grounds other than its generatjon of moderation and justice in

Ed

those least fnclined to it.

Hdwever, at the same time as it raises considerable susjicion about Socrates’ hubris,
the speech delivered by Alcibiades in the Symposm offers a pOwerful defence and vindication
of the philos&pher's asso'ciationb with high-spirited young men. For although advertised as a
eulogy of Socrates, the philerast's speech is in reality a recdllectiqn of his own cducatio;u at

the hands of the philosopher, recailing how his youthful ldnging for political tyranny was

112
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traﬁsfqr’med into a mature lc;ve of 'ﬁuman-bgagut& or nobi{ity as a consequencé of Socrates’
hubris. Through his association with Socrates, Ai?ibi‘ad%gestifies. he became acquainted with
a standard of beauty which was far more splendid th;.n the beauty of physical form, and
which was the source of the philosopher's superior power and his ndble independence from |
the many. His vanity wounded by Socrates' hﬁbristic rejection of his own physical beauty,
Alcibiades came to doubt that his striving for honour and poiaver in the city represented the -
path to the highest human good, ;nd he was thus prepared for a reformato'ry édu_éation that
would redirect his eros towards the noble pursuit of vir;ue. By witnessing Socrates' superior
example of manliness in war and battle, his soul df this high-spiﬁted man Te fo)med, ‘hi.s_
reason f 'al(ling in love with the divine "images of virtue" that resided in the philosopher’s soul.
Aicibia?les' speech in the Symposium teveals that he was rendered stronger and more beéutiful’ 5
by Socrates' education in love and war. Hence, the philosopher’s hubristic -eros is 'defend‘ed
against the charge of its corrupting influence on /the groimds of its ennobling power, it's‘,
capacit);' to assist nature in the.reproducu'on Qf beautiful or noble souls. . | |

Thus, the defence of Socrates advanced by Alcibiades amounts to the claim that the
philosophcy is an educator of gentlemen, of noble and good men (kalai k'agathai). Through
his speeches and deeds, Socfates instills within the youth a profound longing to be noble,
~ thereby promoting the cause qf 'vinué in démo&racy. While he appears to the m;'my (apd to
the poets who cater to popular tasie) to be at best ridiculous and at worst a perni;ious
> influence in the éity, the philosopher is in reality a natural aristocrat who has the power to

ers to this best condition of the soul.

However, as the condition of Alcibiades at this banquet suggests, we cangot_ ‘accept‘
this t assertion of the philosopher's beautification of the youth without qué.-lification.
For althdugh Alcibiades claims ir. his eulogy that under the tutelage of Socrates he came to
recognize and embrace the beauty o: virtue and the self -sufficient life, hi‘s.,.-.éctual__{)‘ehaviour at
this symposium r‘eveals that this 'e’rotic' revolution failed to repel completely the

counterrevolutionary effect of political life. Despite his fortunate glimpse into the

philosopher's soul, despite his recognition that the love of wisdom, if suff iciently strong, can
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. endow a man with a near superhﬁ’ma_n strength and independenco,.Alcibiados could not bring
higaself 1o imitéte fully the example of Socrates, and ‘he succumbed once again t’é his desire
fo? popular. glory. The freedom and self -masit,eryopromised by Lhe%-contomplati;e life |
ultimately proved insufficient to.release Alcil;ades from enslavement 0 ‘the ‘citfy' or, more
premsely‘from enslavemem to his great love of honour. Socrates' noble mﬂuencc over thxs

'5‘( N
/‘}

plﬁ/rast was only temporary for once Alc1b1ades was safely out of carshot of . mé“ j;ﬂ:g

philosopher's bewitching music, he resumed his quest to become the beloved of the deoi&w}%‘"
accommodating himself to popular taste in order to aggrandnze his- power in the city. Hence,
much as A‘lcibiadeo confesses in his eulogy, he flpd like a ruoaway' slave from the *
philosopher's beautif ymg (ogos; taking refuge in the adoration of the m\any (216a-c).‘“t
Alcibiades' failure as a lover of Socrates, or as a lover ofx the beauty of wisdom and

~ the philosophicllife, is undoubtec  connected to .his political failure as well. A.s we saw in
examining Alcibiades' usurpation of rule at this banquet, this man'§ tyrannical aspirations
were fuelled by his furzdamemally irreconcilable and competing loves, or by the war waged
within his soul between his noble love for Socrates and his desire to t‘)e with 'th\‘: many.
Unwilling to abandon either( of these beloveds, and hence unable to gra‘tify either fully,
Alcibiades stood in a} precarious no-moh's land between the goodness of philosophy and the
goodness of political glory: whereas he longéd‘to receive the love of ;hc many, his continuing
admiration for Sotrates and all that the man represented caused him to despise popular taste
and judgement. Alcibiades was unable to devote himself fully to the Socratic example, as his
lcve of honour pulled him back towards the city and its praise. Yet at the same time he was
incapable of divorcing himscff completely from the philosopher’s noble example of o}uman.
excellence, and hence he could not fully accommodate himself to the many's vulgar standards.

Torn in this way, Alcibiades could rule this gathering only =« tyrant, corrupting men's souls

to make them more pliant, more receptive to his rule. ‘As a consequence of his association

m The fajlure of Alcibiadest reformatory education is perhaps suggested by the
dramatic conclusion of the dialogue: following Alcibiades' account of his turn to
virtue and his brief game of musical chairs wuh Socrates and Agathon, a gang of
drunken revellers burst through the open door, and the party was reduced to
bacchic chaos (223b). ’ .

F)



 greater and more lasting fame than the palitical Alcibiades--a consequen
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~ with _Spcrates and his abortfve education into the mysteries of eros, Alcibiades became a
divided, and politically dangbrous, man. - . v AN

Upon reflection, this erotic failure woulg‘, appear to' be.:traceable to Al ibiades'
. Spiritedness, to that passionate faculty of the soul which is the source of both the ntj;hgve

of victory and the reproachable love of vhonoxﬁ‘} and to which the virtue of courage

corrcsponds R Pu[ otherwi Alcibiades f ailure to consummate' his love for Socrates and his
L4

~'»v

related mabllny to dissociate himself from the pralse of the many, evmces a lack of COUIag&}g(

or will power on his part, a failure Lo overcome his greatest fears. As Alc1b1ades reveals in his ¥

testimony, if he were willing to lend his ears to Socrates' speeches he would be compelled even
now to feel sl1ame over his enslavement to the many and the vicious condition of his soul.
But, he confesses, he lacks the power to endure the psychic torment induced by the
philosopher's speeches, despite his recognition—that his soul would benefit from such a
'musical’ education (215e-216a). Hence, Alcibiades would himself —app€ar-to _be ruled
tyrannically by two irrepressible fears: the fear of public anonymity, and\thTf;; of
confronting fairly and fully the ugliness and weakness of his soul. Alcibiades lacks sufficient
courage to devote himself w'nolly to the Socratic example because men like Socrates do not
receive the love and esteem of thz many. Indeed, as we abre remindeh in the Symposium, the
philosop‘her i> ordinarily a target of popular ridiculé, and may even be the object of cha*
public reproach (183a,221d-e').’“’ To follow the example of Socrates would thus entail
abandoning the desire for immortalizing fame or glory; yet Alcibiades, driven by a fear ¢~
public namelessness, seems ifcapable’ of taming this erotic impulse.!** But above all
Alcibiades appears to lzlck the courage required to face his own soul, or to endure the péin
which attends the quest for virtue. Socrates' logos cémpelled this young man to agree that the
life he was leading wa;’“shamef ul and worthless, a reflection of something ugly and slavish

within his soul. This tortuous path to self -knowledge proved too much for Alcibiades to bear,

' Republic,375a-¢,410d,543c¢.
198e¢ also Republic,487b-d. -
"It is omly an added irony that the phxlgsophxc Socrates came 1o receiyg,

immortalization in the poetry of Plato and Xenophon. a
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~pride in their intellectual powers (whether this pride is "

£~ =« - - 116.

and he escaped the harsh instruction of his taskmaster to return to the comforting praise of

TS

the mob. Ironically, then, the soul of this formidable warr . w!‘f?g%rom a debilitating

e

. C. . L ; :
weakness induced by fear: while Alcibiades would brave great ' gers®to life and limb in

purs’it of political glory, he nevertheless recoils like a coward from both the prospect of

. P ,
public dishonour and the pain of self -knowledge. It is indeed Afcibiades' great love of honour

keeps him from imitating the example of Socrates, vet this longing for public

recognition in turn reflects a lack age to face his deficiencies as a first step to

overcoming them. In short, Alcibiades lacks sufficient couiage 1o love virtue.

This account of Alcibiades'’ failure woud thus appear to.yield certain implicélions

regarding philosophy, education, and t wer of eros over the human soul. Firstly, from

the portrayal of Alcibiades’ failuf
P *
honour or the concern to be

resented in the Symposium we may infer that the love of
d in esteem by others is antithetical_ 1o the genuine pursuit of
wisdom and v?rtue. The man} who loves honour strives to accommodate himself to. prevailing
tastes and prejudices, to becowe z; 'man of the people', as a means to enhanging his image in
the eyes of others. The lover of honcur values praise above{ the truth,-and he is constantly
forced to compromise his belief§ to receive the acclaim of men whom (ironically) he regards
as his inferiors. In arguments, he is eris;@é.' placing a prémium upon his cleverness in speaking
rather than hi's contﬁbut{on to 4disoovfc‘3ring the,tru'ﬂhd in contests, he is not above cheatiffg
in order to réap the honours whicfi aiterg victory. But perhaps most importantly, the man

-

o
who loves honour is incapable of admitting his ignorance before others. Human beings take

arranted/or not), viewing ignorance
and stupidity as a shameful weakness of mind or reasori.{The- man who is concerned about his
public image, then, is reluctant to display this weakness of reason before other men, often

sticking adamantly to his opinions and arguments gespite their incoherence or falsity. Hence,
SpeN :

the lover of honour would appear to be incapable of taking that crucial first step in the

pursuit of knowledge; namely, recoénizing that one does not in reality know the truth

. . [- . ) I . . -
concerning a matter, but that one remains in a condition’of ignorance or perplexity. Men in

the city do honour those who appear to be wise; and despite the faet that being judged wise -

y e ]
. . .
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N by" the many non-wise is worth 'little (cf.194b), men llke Alcibiades who love praise above

knowledge ac.o~dingly lack the strengt to ernbrace the noble example of Socratic ignorance.

As Diotima once Laught Socrates men who love honour and public renown are 1ntensely erotic

LI

human beings who pursue lmmortalrty through the acqulsmon of fame or glory. Yet, she

- continued, the souls of such human ,bemgs remain fundamentally 1rratro_nal" in character

(alogon;208c), and he'n_ce ‘they would not appear to be promising candidates for the life of

reason.

“Secondly, insofar as the failure of Alcibiades to make a permanent t‘urn to philosophy
represents a failure of spiritedness Aor lhe will, then \phil‘osophy_would, appear to demand the
utmost in courage and strenglh‘of will from those who undertake to strive for wisdom and
virtue. That is, philosophic men may well be blessed witht monstrous intelligence, but
apparently mental agility by itself does ,not make one a lover of. wisdom. Indeed, many men
who display such superior powers of reasonb nevertneless Teinain farthest from philosophy,

employing their intellect in sophistic pursuits_which gratify either their love of honour.or love

“of gain. The genuine philoqsopher, then, would appear to be that man whose superior reason is

2 : . . . .
.wedded 0 great courage and endurance, and. energized by a sovereign love of wisdom. He is a

b4

vhuman -being who stea‘dfaStly‘ pursues a rational apprehension of the truth regardless of how

< painful that quest becomes, or how ugly the truth he values proves.to be.** As Alcrblades

t

failure to follow tl{ example of Socrates reveals the phllosophrc hurnan being must possess-
\ 9

. suffi icient courage to endure public anonymity or, still worse, public scorn. Socrates was a

‘man who appeared unconcerned Vl)lth how the many vrewed his life, refusmg to abort his

- PR

quest for. wlsdom ~and virtue;desplte /the popular ridicule* and -d;s@m it brought hlm.

P

‘Philosophy is bydnature an _activity practiced' by -the few, and it wifl,forever be seen as trivial

|

’ “’Consnder/ D@xma s account of the penultrmate $tage of the ascent to Beauty, the

distinctly ‘philosophic’ Stage where the lover comes to behold the beauty of reason:

~"but with a permanent turn to /the vast open sea of the beautiful, behold it and

givé birth--with ungrudgrng phifosophy--to many beautiful’ and magmflcent speeches
and thoughts; until there,” strengthened and increased, he may discern a single

~ knowledge.. “(210d my emphasrs) Indeed, in Alcrblages praise¢ . of Socrates, a -

consistent theme ‘is the philosopher's superior couragé and strength of will, his
capacity to endure great hardshrp and hrs mastery over the. fears- whrch destroy
other "men. ' . NI }
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| ‘or foolish by. thé many (221e). Hence, the man who engages in this quest for knowledge must
overcome his love of honour (or fear of ridicule), placing priority upon the good of his soul
rather than th he appears in Lpe eyes of others. .
Mpreovqr, 3 we learn from Alcibiades’ inability to end;re the shame induced by
Socravtes' speeches, philosophy demands great courage on yet 'a_nother front: the battle for
se.f-knowledge and self -perfection. The pursuit of human excellence, the quest to be virtuous
regardless of what one seems to others, is perhaps the most painf ul quest known 10 man. It
demands that one strip one's soul nude and confront it honestly, rgcognizing one's vices and
weaknesses for what they are, and devoting all of onge’s power to rooting out those shameful
loves which detract from the pursuit o( psyc,hic zharmoﬁy. The hardest truths to bear are
generally truthg abo.ut‘ oneself, truths about the ugliness of one's soul: all men long to feel
self -esteem and to' be reconciled with themselves, a/nd ii accordingly takes great courage to
. f ace up to those deficiencies and limitations which are the source of great shame or guilt, and
which we would prefer to eithef ignore or deny. Indeed, the phenomenon of self -love would
séem_a" most paradoxical feature of the human condition: as one's love for oneself increases
in-intensity, likewise does the desire for self-perfection, for the good of one's soul, intensify;
yet v this intensified love for the self, a soul recoils from seging itself as ugly.xand hence is
una- .o take the crucial first step in self -begutificatiori. The phiiosopher, the man who
"turns his mind upon himself" in lengthy bouts of self-reflection (174d), must thus possess
the courage to, cb_nfroht his vices without recoiling in shame, and he must demonstrate great
strength of will as he strives to replace this ugliness with a concition of beauty or nobility.
| Thirdly, Alcibiades' abortive education in gentlemanliness raises perplexing questions
regarding ‘the relationship between the rational and 'passivonate faculties of the human soul,
inasmuch "as it suggests that there may be definite limits to the power of reason to sublimate
or channel ero‘s towards higher, more’ noble pursuits. -Early, in the eulogistic co{ripetition,
doctor Eryximachus praiséd the power of reason to control and manipulate the dual erotes in
all of natare, deéléring 'thzvit by means of rational art or tech\ne man might effectively

&

harmonize the noble and base, the Uranian and Pandemian, forms of passion (186¢-d). While
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the technician granted that education, the effort to harmonize the light and dark erotes in the
human sovul through music or poetry, represents the greatest challenge to human techne,
nevertheless he maintained that even this difficult enterprise co.ld be mastéréd by a "good
craftsman” (agathou demiourgou;188d). In Eryximachus' eulégy, Eros emerged as a deity
posseésing "close to total power™ (188d); yet reason, he maintained, \emerged victérious in its
contest with eros, having the power ‘to control the force of passion in human and non-human
life, and 10 channel it towards the good of man.

With its emphasis upon the power of rational art to control nature (and human
nature) for’ the "relief of man's estate”, the physician's technological optimism nicely
anticipates the modern scientific outlook (cf.188c-e). But the example of Alcibiades (and men
like him) suggests fhat this rational optimism, if not wholly groundless, must be severely
tempered. For even though his reason came to behold the "divine images of virtue" in
Socrates' logos, and even though he recognized the coqtributioh of that virtue to his personal
good and health of soul, Alcibiades eros was not in the end persuaded to-pursue that virtuous
condition-'-the rational apprehension of the good did not of itself yield Alcibiades sufficient
strength to rule or éuppress his great love of honour. Despite being able to ‘see’ the superior
goodness of the contemplative and self -sufficient life, Alcibiades continued to be ruled by his

3
passfoh for ppblic acclaim, slipping back toward the many and its accolades. Alcibiades was
thus like a man suffering from a ‘debilitating addiction, lacking sufficient will power to deny
himéelf the pleasure‘of his self -destructive passions‘aespite recognizing that such an erotic -
revolution would conduce to the good of his soul.

According to 'the philerast's eul;)gy, Socrates apparently displayed an amazing power
over eros, ‘Temaining immune to those pleasures which rule the passions of men i.n>the city.
Yet the philosopher, he stressed repeatedly, was unique or strange (ar sos;lit: "out of place™)
in his self-control and self -mastery -- lesser men (meaning all other men) do not
demonstrate such great rational control over their passions and desires. It is indeed an

Q5 B ‘
amazing featlire of the human condition that men generally lack the power to bring their

passions, into full conformity with their reason, continuing to love and pu}suc forms of bodily
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and psychic gratification that they recognize to be bad and harmful. Unlike animals, in whom
reason and instinct appear in perfect harmony, humax{ beings do not instinctively do that
which is good for both body and soul, but require the aid of conscious reason to guide them
to the good.,Possessing the rational faculty that elevates them beyond the level of animal
simplicity, men rely upon their reason to identify those things and pursuits which contribute
to their ‘health’, and towards which they should direct. their erotic or acquisitive eﬁergy. Yet
even if reason does perform this role adequately, ev.en‘ikf' the prudent faculty of lhe soul does
apprehend the good- and strive to channelV eros toward it, nevertheless it often fails in its

k.

attempt to persuade the W111 to dlsregard the l/cawef appemes that pull the soul towards
unhealthy and harmful pursuits. Contrary to on‘éwma s explicit teachmg eros would not
appear to will the good unproblematically, for the passionate element of the human saul often
remains intransigent before reason's prudent discrimination of the good, refusing 10 abandon
pleasure in order to pursueathose things which really contribute to the well-being of ‘a man,
me comprehensive health of body and soul. The failure of Alcibiades to devote himself '
completely to Socrates, his failure to love the Socratic example unequivocaily and to make a
permanent turn to the ﬂgoodness he beheld in the philosophic way of life, thus bespeaks a
dangerous disharﬁle—rl-y in the human soul between reason and eros. More precisely, it suggests
that, in the end, the souls of men who fall short of Socratic self -vconlrol are ruled by eros
rather th;m reason, and hence that the human animal remains ambivalent in the face of the
good, or at least in the face of the truth about the good.'* The.case'of Alcibiades’ ab«...ve
‘education in virtue reveals that man's distance fom the good is not aiways to be attributed to
his failure to understand what would truly contribute to the health of body and soul, but that
this inability to rule or suppress inferior loves evinces a weakness of the ::ill, a failure of eros

1

to serve human beings adequately.'!’

s Alternatively, as we suggested with respect to Alcibiades’ misunderstanding of
Socratic moderation, perhaps the philosophic soul is itselfl ultimately :uled by eros,
its distinctiveness ©r uniqueness bemg a product of somethmg exceedingly rare, a
predominating love of reason.

WCf, Nietzsche,Beyond Good and Evil, Aph.230,231. As this psychologlst puts it:
"Learmng changes us; it does what all nourishment does which -also does not merely
preserve --as physiologists know. But at.the bottom of us, really "deep down”,
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If this is indeed a cérrect'infercncc from the example of Alcibiades, if it is true that
ér;s rules over reason in the souls of the non-wise “(or at least the non-philosophers): then
* this tyranny of ﬁassion over human 'beings presents profound implications for philosophic and
cducational practice. For the dominance of the irrational over Lﬁe rational in the human soul
suggests that dialectical speech, that form of speech which makes its appeal pﬁmaﬁly 10
reason, m{v by itself prove insufficient to persuade a\man to live in accordance with what he
prudently‘i;iiiscems to be his good. More precisely, it suggests that a form of philosophy which
seeks to teach human beings about the'noble and’ the good solely and always through a
dialectiéal appeal to reason will fail to educate the ;avhole of a man's soul, and will
consequently lack the power either to reproduce itself as a noblé way of life or to assist nature
in the reproduction of beautiful souls. Consider: Men\are not born philosophers. Thus, the
normal tendency for men is to call good those things which are familiar or which please them,
net to identify the good by means of reason and to call that pleasing and one's own
(cf.205e). Hence, a f (;rm of education which seeks to dissolve this primary erotic attachment
to one's own, to instill within the souls of rare and talented men the desire to discover the
truth about the good, must have the power to seduce the passions into compliance with
reason, to ‘persuade eros to folloQ reason's lead in the quest for the good lif/e. That is, an
educational effort which seeks to make men philosophic by harmonizinéw the tension within
their souls between reason and éros must have at its disposal a form of speech which can
make an appeal to the crotié dimension of man, and cannot rely solely upon a dialectical
idiom which speaks only to men® reason. As Diotima's instruction of the young Socrates
reveals, this educational ifhperative strikes at the heart’ of the philosopher's own selfish
pu'rsuit of wisdom as well, since the generation of- nobility and goodness in the youtil is
critical to the philosophic ascent to Beauty, being-the means through which the lover of

wisdom comes to behold the beautiful in laws, puruits and knowledge. Hence the good of

1 (cont’d) there is, of course, something unteachable, some granite of spiritual
fatum, of predetermined decision and answer to predetermined, selected questions”
(#231). Could this basic stupidity that we are be our individual erotic natures, our
personal 'demon’, something which is educable, but only -up to a point (cf.Republic,
619b-c). >
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philosophy, its power to lead men to an apprehension of the good and its power to generate a

noble or beautiful state of soul, would seem to require that it seek out an altiance with
rhetoﬁc or poetry, with a form of speech which charms the'pass_ionfte or the erotic in man
through the beauty of its words and phrases. As Alcibiades observed in his eulogy, smrales"
musical /ogos shared a certain kinship with tragic poetry, 1¢aving men "Lh.understruck" and in
teafs with its portrayal of the virtuous life. Yet even this moderate poetic appeal of Socrates'
speeches lacked sufficient power to peysuade fully men like Alcibiades, high-spirited men
whose eros remained stubborn in its attraction to the city. In the end, Socrates' unique
dialectical speech ‘was excessively rational in character, making its appeal to the prudent part
of the soul and pr‘dvving' incapable of charming t3e erotic faculty which tyrannizes men. Much
as the philosopher admitted before the poetic Agathc~ "¢ was incapable of speaking in an
exceedingly beautiful way (198b). But eros is drawn instinctively to the beautiful, and hence
philosophy would appear to need poetry if it is to attract men to the beauty of the
contemplative life: reason, or wisdom, or the challenge to pursue knowledge as one. of the
gr'ea_test goods, must be artificially beautified. Poetry would appear ‘to- be crucial to the
educational efficacy, and thus to the erotic or reproductive potential, of philosophy.

All of this would appear to return us to the question with which we began: to what
extent does the failure of Alcibiades to rule his eros and pursvue the beauty of virtue reflect a
failure on the part of Socrates, a defect in his educational pbracticc caused by his hubristic
distance from men. Socrates may well be (as Alciﬁiades asserts) a capable assistant of nature
in the generafion of beautiful souls, yet the ca\se of Alcibiades himself proves that the
philosopher's "midwifery" has limited success with certain exceptionally spirited men. Owing
perhaps to his lack of dexterity in the poetic -idiom, Socrates was unable to turn Alcibiades’

soul around, to inspire within this man an enduring love for wisdom and virtue which would
A . 1S
o

make him truly philosophic. In fact, the partial education that the philerast received from the .

philosopher only succeeded in intensifying hi$ tyrannicaf aspirations, rendering him incapable
of regarding seriously the approval of thc many that his eros cravcd,ﬁ and thus impervious to

any tempering effect that the need for such approval might have had.- Socrates' failure to

9
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reform Alcibiades suggests that the philosopher's unpoetic, dialectical speech renders
ph'ilosophy sterile, la’cking“ the power to reproduce that conl'emplative way of life which aJoneb
can lead a man to understand and embrace” the human good. Thus we are led to see some
justice in Aristophane's crmque of Socrates as a consequence of his hubnsue rationality, his
distance from the ordinary condition of the human soul, Socrates' educanonal logos lacks that
poetic guality which alone can speak to the passions and teach t_he whole of the soul to desire
thé sublime beéuty of virtue. As a measure of how seriously Plato may have taken tt;is »
criticism of his teacher, we should observe tha‘t the Symposium itself repres:nfs’ one of this
phllosopher $ most successf ul, most beauflf ul 'poetic’ endeavours Whereas Plato was msplred

by Socrates to lead the life of reason, his own educational practice departed sxgmflcantly from
that of his mentor, proceeding by way of dialogues which effectively wed a rigorous dialectical
idiom .with the beauty and erotic appeal of‘.poetry. Unlike Socrates, Plato became a
philosopher-poet;‘,‘ conveying his thoughts about the virtues and vices of men through a
dramatic mediumv ;vhich speaks to dnd trains both the rational and passionate faculties of the
soul, and which thereby rectifies the apparent ddfect in Socrates' huons. ‘

Admiftedly, these concluding thoughts are aporetic in character, represcnting‘ quesuons
which require further investigation rather than conclusive answers. However; what does
omerge clearly from this study of the Symposium is ihat the need to understand the erotic
dimension of human life is a pressing one for man, particularly so in an age when eros has
been reduced ‘in our minds to the phenomenon of brute sexuality. Eros, we learn in the
Symposium, is perhaps the most n-lysterious_power of the human soul (if, not all ’naturé)‘ a:
force which can inépire men to achieve the heights of virtue and self -mastery, yet\(tgd/can
also drive them towards vulgar enslavement to their baser longings. As the hubristic or
striving dimension of the soul, eros would appear to represent at once man's greatest strength
and his greatest weakness, ;compelling‘ human . beings to pursue self -expression and
self -overcoming through both creative and destructive deeds, both noble and shanleful

\
endeavours. The question of eros is a most important one for the student of politics as well,

" not least of all because it is the motive force behind the.quest for fame or glory as well as

9
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material acquisition, and hence has the power to produce either statesmen or tyrants. In short, .
the erotic things about whiéil; Socrates claims expert knowledge in the Symposium would
appear to span the entire spectrum of human concerns, embracing such seemingly diverse
phe‘nomena as sexualjt; , love, polifics, art, beauty, virtue, the good, and philosophy. Needless
to say, 'ref]ection upon eros ar}d its role in human life would thus appear to represent the task
of a Iifetime, one d;manding. the utmost in courage and an unceasing labour in pursuit of the

truth.
_By way of underscoring the crucial importance of knowledge about eros for human
life, let-me conclude this essay by quoting at length from someone who has devoted much

time and energy to considering the question of human eroticism in its fullness:

"In all species other than man, when an animal reaches puberty, it is all that
it will ever be. This stage is the clear end toward which all of its growth and learning
is directed. The animal's activity is reproduction. It lives on this plateau until its
starts downhill. Only in man is puberty just the beginung. i1e greater and more
interesting part of his learning, moral and intellectuzl, come: afterward, and in
civilized man is incorporated into his erotic desize. His tzste and hence his choices are
determined during this "sentimental education”. It is as tinug’ his learning were for
the sake of his sexuality. Reciprocally, much of the energy for that learning comes-
from his sexuality. Nobody takes human children who have reached puberty to be
adults. We properly sense that there is a long road to adulthood, the condition in
which they are able to govern themselves and be true mothers and fathers. This road
is the serious part of education, where animal sexuality becomes human sexuality,
where instinct gives way to choice with regard to the true, the good, and the
beautiful. Puberty does not provide man, as it does other animals, with all that he
needs to leave behind others of his kind. This means that the animal part of his
sexuality is intertwined in the most complex way with the higher reaches of his soul,
which must inform the desires with its insight, and that the most delicate part of

£ - education is to keep the two in harmony.

I cannot pretend that I undetstand very much of t}z‘i)s mystery, but knowing
that I do not know keeps me attentive to, and far irom the current simplifications
of, the phenomena of this aspect of our nature that links the highest and the lowest
in us."1*

" Even more so than this man, I remain in a condition of perplexity regardiﬁg the daemonic or
" mediating efos which links the bestial and the divine in the human soul. Yet like him, I
y - ~ .

consider this perplexity to be.a blessing, a liberation from conventional opinions and

prejudices and hence a first step to overcoming my ignorance on the question.
3

T Allan Bloom,The Closing of the American Mind, Simon and Schuster, New York,
1987,pp.133-4. . '

~
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