From the World Wisdom online library:
www.worldwisdom.com/public/library/default.aspx

PART III
PLATO: PHILOSOPHY AS THE REGROWTH OF WINGS

��
Plato (c.428–348 B.C.E.), the founder of the Academy at Athens, is
regarded as the supreme spokesman of the Hellenic philosophical
tradition. He exercised great artistry in the presentation of his ideas
and became a source of inspiration to many forms of mysticism. In
a certain respect Plato can also be viewed as one of the most impor
tant Pythagorean thinkers in Greece.
It is usually held that the European philosophical tradition con
sists of a series of footnotes to Plato; and yet there exist some trust
worthy scholars who question the European claim of having
exclusive rights to the classical Hellenic inheritance in general and
of Plato (be he regarded as “Pythagorean,” “Socratic,” or even
“Neoplatonic”) in particular. The ancient Hellenes, this group are
wont to argue, have been uncritically identified as “Westerners” by
precisely those Western rationalists and humanists who, by reason
of their own intellectual poverty, ceaselessly tried to invent—in ret
rospective—their own glorious past. In this way, it is claimed, they
sought to find a kind of “archetypal” support for their rationalistic
program of “enlightenment,” which was set up in contradistinction
to the hated “Oriental darkness” (exemplified especially by the
Islamic, and to a lesser extent, traditional Byzantine civilizations).
For this sinister purpose the philosophy of Plato was artificially sep
arated not only from its Egyptian and Orphic mythological roots,
but from the later Middle Platonic and Neoplatonic traditions of
exegesis too. Now, an understanding of Plato depends largely on an
interpretation of his thought; but this interpretation need not nec
essarily be “Western”—even though the “official” view remains that
of an amalgam of biases from late Christian (Protestant), Humanist
and partly corrupted Classicist sources.
For Plato, philosophy was a practice of and for death; a disci
pline of immortality aimed at the purification and separation of the
soul—which was no longer regarded as the illusory phantom
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(eidolon) of the body, but as the immortal psuche—and which was
now considered as the very essence of the being. By shifting the
emphasis from the mortal body to the immortal soul, Plato initiat
ed a philosophically oriented paideia, the final goal of which was a
learning to live according to the highest metaphysical truth and
virtue, to be attained by imitating God, the cause of all blessedness.
Through an association with that which is divine—the good, beau
tiful and orderly (kosmios)—the philosopher attained to divinity and
orderliness (kosmios). This was a way of life based on philosophy as
presented by Pythagoras; but it would be wrong to suppose that
Plato was in this way the only and inevitable route for all the earlier
Hellenic and Oriental traditions that passed down to late antiquity.
Among the basic premises of Plato’s philosophy was the distinc
tion between two orders of reality, Being and Becoming. The real
noetic world, the realm of Being (or Being, Life, and Intelligence,
according to the later commentators) contained the immaterial,
eternal and unchanging Forms (eide). The realm of Becoming, by
contrast, contained the shifting phenomena of the world, which
were but imperfect imitations or copies of the Forms, i.e., the world
of Becoming contained all sensible things about which no certain
scientific knowledge was possible. The Platonic Forms were noetic
paradigms, archetypes, and universals arranged in a hierarchy,
crowned by the Form of the Good (or Beauty). They constituted the
only true objects of divine knowledge. In the myth of Phaedrus they
were contemplated by the charioteers of souls before they crashed
into the world of Becoming, and were thereafter unable to contem
plate the Ideas directly. In principle, the Platonic Forms or Ideas,
were “Platonic” and somewhat “new” only in respect of their sys
tematic rational formulation and philosophical expression. In their
mythological and theological dresses (intimately related to corre
sponding hieratic rites), the so-called theory of Ideas and
Archetypes can be traced back to the ancient Egyptian and
Sumerian cosmogonies. Plato received this doctrine in its semiPythagorean form, along with conceptions of the ultimate meta
physical principles (the One, Limit, and Unlimited), Form and
Matter—woven together through numerical harmony and the doc
trine of the tripartite soul. But one ought to remember that
Pythagoras, as a son of Apollo or even Apollo himself incarnated in
human form (and thus tantamount to the Egyptian Horus), was
“nameless” and his personal identity a mystery. It should also be
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noted that Plato wanted to be seen as an heir to Parmenides, a
priest of Apollo the Healer, although he somewhat transformed or
even rationally distorted both the Parmenidian paradosis and the
primordial vision of the ancient sages.
According to Plato, the visible cosmos is “a shrine brought into
being for the everlasting gods” (ton aidion theon gegonos agalma), a
living and self-moved creature modeled according to the pattern of
the Intelligible Living Being (i.e., the realm of Ideas, kosmos noetos)
that is forever existent. The divine Demiurge models the world of
Becoming on the world of Being, described as a complex system of
Forms containing within itself all subordinate Forms whose likeness
one can trace here below. Plato drew a close correspondence
between macrocosm and microcosm, that is, between the structure
of the entire noetic, psychic and material cosmos and the structure
of the human being. The cosmological and metaphysical circles of
Sameness and Difference were thus present both in the World Soul
and the human soul. But, due to its broken wings the human soul
had to leave the divine procession and descend to the realm of gen
esis. The task of the philosopher was thus to regrow his wings and to
pass from the shadows of the sensible world to the divine realm, and
to contemplate not the remote images, or shadows, but the Forms,
or realities, themselves. This was the spiritual and intellectual way of
recollection (anamnesis) which constituted the heart of Platonic
philosophy.
The ascent, or rather re-ascent, of the soul to its original abode
had many stages and demanded both intellectual and erotic train
ing. In this respect, the philosopher was also the ideal lover who was
led by examples of beauty in the realm of sense—by symbols and
sacred images—to the blissful contemplation of the Form of Beauty
itself—a mystical vision of Reality which was incommunicable.
Having a daemonic and intermediate nature, Eros was one of the
links between the sensible cosmos and the eternal world of the
gods. Accordingly, Eros was regarded as a paradigm and pattern for
the philosopher, or lover of wisdom, because wisdom was beautiful
and beauty was loveable. He was attached to both worlds and could
move in both directions: downward and upward. The stages of
philosophical ascent led from the love of particular physical beauty
to physical beauty in general; thence to beauty of soul separated
from the beauty of the body and so on. Finally, the beauty of divine
knowledge was reached and the vision of the Form of Beauty itself
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was granted. In Plato’s Symposium, the priestess Diotima describes
this ascent in terms borrowed from the Eleusinian mysteries,
because essentially it is the same ascent, consistent with all religious
experience. It is a gradual elevation and illumination comparable to
the stages of an initiation where the culminating revelation or the
final vision (epopteia) transcends discursive thought and reason alto
gether. No wonder that Plato’s Phaedrus and Symposium provided
certain models for the theurgic ascent; and in fact these crucial
accounts, masterfully introduced as they are by Plato, themselves
imitate the ancient cultic patterns recognizable in Mesopotamian
and Egyptian cosmogonical rites. Thus it is that the guide of the
soul in philosophy corresponds to the hierophant of the mysteries.

Plato’s Dialogues and Letters
Plato stands with Pythagoras, Parmenides, Socrates and Aristotle as one of
the most eminent thinkers of the ancient Hellenic tradition. He may be
regarded as the father of both Western and Eastern (Byzantine, Islamic)
philosophy. Born into a renowned family, he had a wide acquaintance with
the scholars and sages of his time. He traveled extensively abroad and—
according to numerous testimonies—studied in the Egyptian temples (or
so-called Houses of Life), in this respect following the example of such
men as Solon, Thales of Miletus, and Pythagoras. At the age of forty Plato
founded the Academy in Athens. He himself was a disciple and admirer of
Socrates, who became the main character and spokesman of his dialogues.
Being both a mathematician in the Pythagorean fashion and a master of
dialectics, Plato believed the cosmos to be pervaded by divine goodness
and beauty. He developed the theory of Ideas, or Forms, which were
regarded as the archetypal principles, divine numbers, and formative
forces of the entire reality at all ontological levels. The Form of the Good
itself was beyond Being (epekeina tes ousias); however, every concrete being
depended on, and was turned towards, this supernal Sun, the source of
truth and beauty, life and intelligence.
Plato’s writings allowed him to lead his students at the Academy to
metaphysical insights through dialectical exercises, scientific studies, med
itations, rational speculations, and mythical imagination. As a perfect styl
ist he used both rational discourse and poetical imagery; but he never
subordinated meaning to the outer form.
Presented here are but a few excerpts from the well-known dialogues
of Plato. They concern Pythagorean cosmology; mythologized accounts of
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the human soul and its destiny; the main task and nature of philosophy
(understood as a love of wisdom and preparation for death); the crucial
role of Eros in the ascent to the realm of the eternal Ideas; and the impo
tence of human language to give adequate expression to profound meta
physical, or theological, truths.
The excerpts from the Seventh Letter were rendered by L.A. Post
(1925); from Timaeus by B. Jowett (1953, 4th ed.); from Phaedrus by R.
Hackforth (1952); from Phaedo by H. Tredennick (1954); from Theaetetus
by F.M. Cornford (1935); and from Symposium by M. Joyce (1935).

i. Seventh Letter 342c–344d
... For everything that exists there are three classes of objects
through which knowledge about it must come; the knowledge itself
is a fourth, and we must put as a fifth entity the actual object of
knowledge which is the true reality. We have then, first, a name,
second, a description, third, an image, and fourth, a knowledge of
the object. Take a particular case if you want to understand the
meaning of what I have just said; then apply the theory to every
object in the same way. There is something for instance called a
circle, the name of which is the very word I just now uttered. In the
second place there is a description of it which is composed of nouns
and verbal expressions. For example the description of that which
is named “round” and “circumference” and “circle” would run as
follows: the thing which has everywhere equal distances between its
extremities and its center. In the third place there is the class of
object which is drawn and erased and turned on the lathe and
destroyed—processes which do not affect the real circle to which
these other circles are all related, because it is different from them.
In the fourth place there are knowledge and understanding and
correct opinion concerning them, all of which we must set down as
one thing more that is found not in sounds nor in shapes of bodies,
but in minds, whereby it evidently differs in its nature from the real
circle and from the aforementioned three. Of all these four, under
standing approaches nearest in affinity and likeness to the fifth
entity, while the others are more remote from it.
The same doctrine holds good in regard to shapes and surfaces,
both straight and curved, in regard to the good and the beautiful and
the just, in regard to all bodies artificial and natural, in regard to fire
and water and the like, and in regard to every animal, and in regard
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to every quality of character, and in respect to all states active and pas
sive. For if in the case of any of these a man does not somehow or
other get hold of the first four, he will never gain a complete under
standing of the fifth. Furthermore these four [names, descriptions,
bodily forms, concepts] do as much to illustrate the particular quali
ty of any object as they do to illustrate its essential reality because of
the inadequacy of language. Hence no intelligent man will ever be so
bold as to put into language those things which his reason has con
templated, especially not into a form that is unalterable—which must
be the case with what is expressed in written symbols.
Again, however, the meaning of what has just been said must be
explained. Every circle that is drawn or turned on a lathe in actual
operations abounds in the opposite of the fifth entity, for it every
where touches the straight, while the real circle, I maintain, con
tains in itself neither much nor little of the opposite character.
Names, I maintain, are in no case stable. Nothing prevents the
things that are now called round from being called straight and the
straight round, and those who have transposed the names and use
them in the opposite way will find them no less stable than they are
now. The same thing for that matter is true of a description, since it
consists of nouns and of verbal expressions, so that in a description
there is nowhere any sure ground that is sure enough. One might,
however, speak forever about the inaccurate character of each of
the four! The important thing is that, as I said a little earlier, there
are two things, the essential reality and the particular quality, and
when the mind is in quest of knowledge not of the particular but of
the essential, each of the four confronts the mind with the
unsought particular, whether in verbal or in bodily form. Each of
the four makes the reality that is expressed in words or illustrated in
objects liable to easy refutation by the evidence of the senses. The
result of this is to make practically every man a prey to complete
perplexity and uncertainty.
Now in cases where as a result of bad training we are not even
accustomed to look for the real essence of anything but are satisfied
to accept what confronts us in the phenomenal presentations, we
are not rendered ridiculous by each other—the examined by the
examiners, who have the ability to handle the four with dexterity
and to subject them to examination. In those cases, however, where
we demand answers and proofs in regard to the fifth entity, anyone
who pleases among those who have skill in confutation gains the vic
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tory and makes most of the audience, who think that the man who
was first to speak or write or answer has no acquaintance with the
matters of which he attempts to write or speak. Sometimes they are
unaware that it is not the mind of the writer or speaker that fails in
the test, but rather the character of the four—since that is natural
ly defective. Consideration of all of the four in turn—moving up
and down from one to another—barely begets knowledge of a nat
urally flawless object in a naturally flawless man. If a man is natural
ly defective—and this is the natural state of most people’s minds
with regard to intelligence and to what are called morals—while the
objects he inspects are tainted with imperfection, not even Lynceus
could make such a one see.
To sum it all up in one word, natural intelligence and a good
memory are equally powerless to aid the man who has not an
inborn affinity with the subject. Without such endowments there is
of course not the slightest possibility. Hence all who have no natu
ral aptitude for and affinity with justice and all the other noble
ideals, though in the study of other matters they may be both intel
ligent and retentive—all those too who have affinity but are stupid
and unretentive—such will never any of them attain to an under
standing of the most complete truth in regard to moral concepts.
The study of virtue and vice must be accompanied by an inquiry
into what is false and true of existence in general and must be car
ried on by constant practice throughout a long period, as I said in
the beginning. Hardly after practicing detailed comparisons of
names and definitions and visual and other sense perceptions, after
scrutinizing them in benevolent disputation by the use of question
and answer without jealousy, at last in a flash understanding of each
blazes up, and the mind, as it exerts all its powers to the limit of
human capacity, is flooded with light.
For this reason no serious man will ever think of writing about
serious realities for the general public so as to make them a prey to
envy and perplexity. In a word, it is an inevitable conclusion from
this that when anyone sees anywhere the written work of anyone,
whether that of a lawgiver in his laws or whatever it may be in some
other form, the subject treated cannot have been his most serious
concern—that is, if he is himself a serious man. His most serious
interests have their abode somewhere in the noblest region of the
field of his activity. If, however, he really was seriously concerned
with these matters and put them in writing, “then surely” not the
gods, but mortals “have utterly blasted his wits” (Iliad, 7.360).
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ii. Timaeus 27c–31b
TIMAEUS: All men, Socrates, who have any degree of right feel
ing, at the beginning of every enterprise, whether small or great,
always call upon God. And we, too, who are going to discourse of
the nature of the universe, how created or how existing without cre
ation, if we be not altogether out of our wits, must invoke the aid of
gods and goddesses and pray that our words may be above all
acceptable to them and in consequence to ourselves. Let this, then,
be our invocation of the gods, to which I add an exhortation of
myself to speak in such manner as will be most intelligible to you,
and will most accord with my own intent.
First then, in my judgment, we must make a distinction and ask,
What is that which always is and has no becoming, and what is that
which is always becoming and never is? That which is apprehended
by intelligence and reason is always in the same state, but that which
is conceived by opinion with the help of sensation and without rea
son is always in a process of becoming and perishing and never real
ly is. Now everything that becomes or is created must of necessity be
created by some cause, for without a cause nothing can be created.
The work of the creator, whenever he looks to the unchangeable
and fashions the form and nature of his work after an unchangeable
pattern, must necessarily be made fair and perfect, but when he
looks to the created only and uses a created pattern, it is not fair or
perfect. Was the heaven then or the world, whether called by this or
by any other more appropriate name—assuming the name, I am
asking a question which has to be asked at the beginning of an
inquiry about anything—was the world, I say, always in existence
and without beginning, or created, and had it a beginning?
Created, I reply, being visible and tangible and having a body, and
therefore sensible, and all sensible things are apprehended by opin
ion and sense, and are in a process of creation and created. Now
that which is created must, as we affirm, of necessity be created by a
cause. But the father and maker of all this universe is past finding
out, and even if we found him, to tell of him to all men would be
impossible. This question, however, we must ask about the world.
Which of the patterns had the artificer in view when he made it—
the pattern of the unchangeable or of that which is created? If the
world be indeed fair and the artificer good, it is manifest that he
must have looked to that which is eternal, but if what cannot be said
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without blasphemy is true, then to the created pattern. Everyone
will see that he must have looked to the eternal, for the world is the
fairest of creations and he is the best of causes. And having been
created in this way, the world has been framed in the likeness of that
which is apprehended by reason and mind and is unchangeable,
and must therefore of necessity, if this is admitted, be a copy of
something. Now it is all-important that the beginning of everything
should be according to nature. And in speaking of the copy and the
original we may assume that words are akin to the matter which they
describe; when they relate to the lasting and permanent and intel
ligible, they ought to be lasting and unalterable, and, as far as their
nature allows, irrefutable and invincible—nothing less. But when
they express only the copy or likeness and not the eternal things
themselves, they need only be likely and analogous to the former
words. As being is to becoming, so is truth to belief. If then,
Socrates, amidst the many opinions about the gods and the genera
tion of the universe, we are not able to give notions which are alto
gether and in every respect exact and consistent with one another,
do not be surprised. Enough if we adduce probabilities as likely as
any others, for we must remember that I who am the speaker and
you who are the judges are only mortal men, and we ought to accept
the tale which is probable and inquire no further.
SOCRATES: Excellent, Timaeus, and we will do precisely as you bid
us. The prelude is charming and is already accepted by us; may we
beg of you to proceed to the strain?
TIMAEUS: Let me tell you then why the creator made this world
of generation. He was good, and the good can never have any jeal
ousy of anything. And being free from jealousy, he desired that all
things should be as like himself as they could be. This is in the truest
sense the origin of creation and of the world, as we shall do well in
believing on the testimony of wise men. God desired that all things
should be good and nothing bad, so far as this was attainable.
Wherefore also finding the whole visible sphere not at rest, but mov
ing in an irregular and disorderly fashion, out of disorder he
brought order, considering that this was in every way better than the
other. Now the deeds of the best could never be or have been other
than the fairest, and the creator, reflecting on the things which are
by nature visible, found that no unintelligent creature taken as a
whole could ever be fairer than the intelligent taken as a whole, and
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again that intelligence could not be present in anything which was
devoid of soul. For which reason, when he was framing the universe,
he put intelligence in soul, and soul in body, that he might be the
creator of a work which was by nature fairest and best. On this wise,
using the language of probability, we may say that the world came
into being—a living creature truly endowed with soul and intelli
gence by the providence of God.
This being supposed, let us proceed to the next stage. In the
likeness of what animal did the creator make the world? It would be
an unworthy thing to liken it to any nature which exists as a part
only, for nothing can be beautiful which is like any imperfect thing.
But let us suppose the world to be the very image of that whole of
which all other animals, both individually and in their tribes, are
portions. For the original of the universe contains in itself all intel
ligible beings, just as this world comprehends us and all other visi
ble creatures. For the deity, intending to make this world like the
fairest and most perfect of intelligible beings, framed one visible
animal comprehending within itself all other animals of a kindred
nature. Are we right in saying that there is one world, or that they
are many and infinite? There must be one only if the created copy
is to accord with the original. For that which includes all other intel
ligible creatures cannot have a second or companion; in that case
there would be need of another living being which would include
both, and of which they would be parts, and the likeness would be
more truly said to resemble not them, but that other which includ
ed them. In order then that the world might be solitary, like the per
fect animal, the creator made not two worlds or an infinite number
of them, but there is and ever will be one only-begotten and creat
ed heaven.
37c–44c
TIMAEUS: When the father and creator saw the creature which he
had made moving and living, the created image of the eternal gods,
he rejoiced, and in his joy determined to make the copy still more
like the original, and as this was an eternal living being, he sought
to make the universe eternal, so far as might be. Now the nature of
the ideal being was everlasting, but to bestow this attribute in its full
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ness upon a creature was impossible. Wherefore he resolved to have
a moving image of eternity, and when he set in order the heaven, he
made this image eternal but moving according to number, while
eternity itself rests in unity, and this image we call time. For there
were no days and nights and months and years before the heaven
was created, but when he constructed the heaven he created them
also. They are all parts of time, and the past and future are created
species of time, which we unconsciously but wrongly transfer to eter
nal being, for we say that it “was,” or “is,” or “will be,” but the truth
is that “is” alone is properly attributed to it, and that “was” and “will
be” are only to be spoken of becoming in time, for they are motions;
but that which is immovably the same forever cannot become older
or younger by time, nor can it be said that it came into being in the
past, or has come into being now, or will come into being in the
future, nor is it subject at all to any of those states which affect mov
ing and sensible things and of which generation is the cause. These
are the forms of time, which imitates eternity and revolves accord
ing to a law of number. Moreover, when we say that what has
become is become and what becomes is becoming, and that what
will become is about to become and that the nonexistent is nonex
istent—all these are inaccurate modes of expression. But perhaps
this whole subject will be more suitably discussed on some other
occasion.
Time, then, and the heaven came into being at the same instant
in order that, having been created together, if ever there was to be
a dissolution of them, they might be dissolved together. It was
framed after the pattern of the eternal nature—that it might resem
ble this as far as was possible, for the pattern exists from eternity,
and the created heaven has been and is and will be in all time. Such
was the mind and thought of God in the creation of time. The sun
and moon and five other stars, which are called the planets, were
created by him in order to distinguish and preserve the numbers of
time, and when he had made their several bodies, he placed them
in the orbits in which the circle of the other was revolving—in seven
orbits seven stars. First, there was the moon in the orbit nearest the
earth, and the next the sun, in the second orbit above the earth,
then came the morning star and the star said to be sacred to
Hermes, moving in orbits which have an equal swiftness with the
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sun, but in an opposite direction, and this is the reason why the sun
and Hermes and Lucifer1 regularly overtake and are overtaken by
each other. To enumerate the places which he assigned to the other
stars and to give all the reasons why he assigned them, although a
secondary matter, would give more trouble than the primary. These
things at some future time, when we are at leisure, may have the
consideration which they deserve, but not at present.
Now, when each of the stars which were necessary to the cre
ation of time had come to its proper orbit, and they had become liv
ing creatures having bodies fastened by vital chains, and learned
their appointed task—moving in the motion of the diverse, which is
diagonal and passes through and is governed by the motion of the
same—they revolved, some in a larger and some in a lesser orbit,
those which had the lesser orbit revolving faster, and those which
had the larger more slowly. Now by reason of the motion of the
same, those which revolved fastest appeared to be overtaken by
those which moved slower although they really overtook them, for
the motion of the same made them all turn in a spiral, and, because
some went one way and some another, that which receded most
slowly from the sphere of the same, which was the swiftest, appeared
to follow it most nearly. That there might be some visible measure
of their relative swiftness and slowness as they proceeded in their
eight courses, God lighted a fire, which we now call the sun, in the
second from the earth of these orbits, that it might give light to the
whole of heaven, and that the animals, as many as nature intended,
might participate in number, learning arithmetic from the revolu
tion of the same and the like. Thus, then, and for this reason the
night and the day were created, being the period of the one most
intelligent revolution. And the month is accomplished when the
moon has completed her orbit and overtaken the sun, and the year
when the sun has completed his own orbit. Mankind, with hardly an
exception, have not remarked the periods of the other stars, and
they have no name for them, and do not measure them against one
another by the help of number, and hence they can scarcely be said
to know that their wanderings, being of vast number and admirable
1. Phosphoros, or the Morning Star. This is an example of a regrettable fashion,
once current among Western scholars, of rendering Greek names by their Latin
equivalents.
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for their variety, make up time. And yet there is no difficulty in see
ing that the perfect number of time fulfills the perfect year when all
the eight revolutions, having their relative degrees of swiftness, are
accomplished together and attain their completion at the same
time, measured by the rotation of the same and equally moving.
After this manner, and for these reasons, came into being such of
the stars as in their heavenly progress received reversals of motion,
to the end that the created heaven might be as like as possible to the
perfect and intelligible animal, by imitation of its eternal nature.
Thus far and until the birth of time the created universe was
made in the likeness of the original, but inasmuch as all animals
were not yet comprehended therein, it was still unlike. Therefore,
the creator proceeded to fashion it after the nature of the pattern
in this remaining point. Now as in the ideal animal the mind per
ceives ideas or species of a certain nature and number, he thought
that this created animal ought to have species of a like nature and
number. There are four such. One of them is the heavenly race of
the gods; another, the race of birds whose way is in the air; the third,
the watery species; and the fourth, the pedestrian and land crea
tures. Of the heavenly and divine, he created the greater part out of
fire, that they might be the brightest of all things and fairest to
behold, and he fashioned them after the likeness of the universe in
the figure of a circle, and made them follow the intelligent motion
of the supreme, distributing them over the whole circumference of
heaven, which was to be a true cosmos or glorious world spangled
with them all over. And he gave to each of them two movements—
the first, a movement on the same spot after the same manner,
whereby they ever continue to think consistently the same thoughts
about the same things, in the same respect; the second, a forward
movement, in which they are controlled by the revolution of the
same and the like—but by the other five motions they were unaf
fected, in order that each of them might attain the highest perfec
tion. And for this reason the fixed stars were created, to be divine
and eternal animals, ever abiding and revolving after the same man
ner and on the same spot, and the other stars which reverse their
motion and are subject to deviations of this kind were created in the
manner already described. The earth, which is our nurse, clinging
around the pole which is extended through the universe, he framed
to be the guardian and artificer of night and day, first and eldest of
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gods that are in the interior of heaven. Vain would be the attempt
to tell all the figures of them circling as in dance, and their juxta
positions, and the return of them in their revolutions upon them
selves, and their approximations, and to say which of these deities
in their conjunctions meet, and which of them are in opposition,
and in what order they get behind and before one another, and
when they are severally eclipsed to our sight and again reappear,
sending terrors and intimations of the future to those who cannot
calculate their movements—to attempt to tell of all this without a
visible representation of the heavenly system would be labor in vain.
Enough on this head, and now let what we have said about the
nature of the created and visible gods have an end.
To know or tell the origin of the other divinities is beyond us,
and we must accept the traditions of the men of old time who affirm
themselves to be the offspring of the gods—that is what they say—
and they must surely have known their own ancestors. How can we
doubt the word of the children of the gods? Although they give no
probable or certain proofs, still, as they declare that they are speak
ing of what took place in their own family, we must conform to cus
tom and believe them. In this manner, then, according to them, the
genealogy of these gods is to be received and set forth.
Oceanus and Tethys were the children of Earth and Heaven,
and from these sprang Phorcys and Cronus and Rhea, and all that
generation, and from Cronus and Rhea sprang Zeus and Hera, and
all those who are said to be their brethren, and others who were the
children of these.
Now, when all of them, both those who visibly appear in their rev
olutions as well as those other gods who are, of a more retiring
nature, had come into being, the creator of the universe addressed
them in these words. Gods, children of gods, who are my works and
of whom I am the artificer and father, my creations are indissoluble,
if so I will. All that is bound may be undone, but only an evil being
would wish to undo that which is harmonious and happy. Wherefore,
since ye are but creatures, ye are not altogether immortal and indis
soluble, but ye shall certainly not be dissolved, nor be liable to the fate
of death, having in my will a greater and mightier bond than those
with which ye were bound at the time of your birth. And now listen to
my instructions. Three tribes of mortal beings remain to be created—
without them the universe will be incomplete, for it will not contain
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every kind of animal which it ought to contain, if it is to be perfect.
On the other hand, if they were created by me and received life at my
hands, they would be on an equality with the gods. In order then that
they may be mortal, and that this universe may be truly universal, do
ye, according to your natures, betake yourselves to the formation of
animals, imitating the power which was shown by me in creating you.
The part of them worthy of the name immortal, which is called divine
and is the guiding principle of those who are willing to follow justice
and, you—of that divine part I will myself sow the seed, and having
made a beginning, I will band the work over to you. And do ye then
interweave the mortal with the immortal and make and beget living
creatures, and give them food and make them to grow, and receive
them again in death.
Thus he spoke, and once more into the cup in which he had
previously mingled the soul of the universe he poured the remains
of the elements, and mingled them in much the same manner; they
were not, however, pure as before, but diluted to the second and
third degree. And having made it he divided the whole mixture into
souls equal in number to the stars and assigned each soul to a star,
and having there placed them as in a chariot he showed them the
nature of the universe and declared to them the laws of destiny,
according to which their first birth would be one and the same for
all—no one should suffer a disadvantage at his hands. They were to
be sown in the instruments of time severally adapted to them, and—
to come forth the most religious of animals, and as human nature
was of two kinds, the superior race was of such and such a charac
ter, and would hereafter be called man. Now, when they should be
implanted in bodies by necessity and be always gaining or losing
some part of their bodily substance, then, in the first place, it would
be necessary that they should all have in them one and the same fac
ulty of sensation, arising out of irresistible impressions; in the sec
ond place, they must have love, in which pleasure and pain
mingle—also fear and anger, and the feelings which are akin or
opposite to them. If they conquered these they would live right
eously, and if they were conquered by them, unrighteously. He who
lived well during his appointed time was to return and dwell in his
native star, and there he would have a blessed and congenial exis
tence. But if he failed in attaining this, at the second birth he would
pass into a woman, and if, when in that state of being, he did not
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desist from evil, he would continually be changed into some brute
who resembled him in the evil nature which he had acquired, and
would not cease from his toils and transformations until he helped
the revolution of the same and the like within him to draw in its
train the turbulent mob of later accretions made up of fire and air
and water and earth, and by this victory of reason over the irrational
returned to the form of his first and better state. Having given all
these laws to his creatures, that he might be guiltless of future evil
in any of them, the creator sowed some of them in the earth, and
some in the moon, and some in the other instruments of time. And
when he had sown them he committed to the younger gods the
fashioning of their mortal bodies, and desired them to furnish what
was still lacking to the human soul, and having made all the suitable
additions, to rule over them, and to pilot the mortal animal in the
best and wisest manner which they could and avert from him all but
self-inflicted evils.
When the creator had made all these ordinances he remained
in his own accustomed nature, and his children heard and were
obedient to their father’s word, and receiving from him the immor
tal principle of a mortal creature, in imitation of their own creator
they borrowed portions of fire and earth and water and air from the
world, which were hereafter to be restored—these they took and
welded them together, not with the indissoluble chains by which
they were themselves bound, but with little pegs too small to be vis
ible, making up out of all the four elements each separate body, and
fastening the courses of the immortal soul in a body which was in a
state of perpetual influx and efflux. Now these courses, detained as
in a vast river, neither overcame nor were overcome, but were hur
rying and hurried to and fro, so that the whole animal was moved
and progressed, irregularly however and irrationally and anyhow, in
all the six directions of motion, wandering backward and forward,
and right and left, and up and down, and in all the six directions.
For great as was the advancing and retiring flood which provided
nourishment, the affections produced by external contact caused
still greater tumult—when the body of anyone met and came into
collision with some external fire or with the solid earth or the glid
ing waters, or was caught in the tempest borne on the air—and the
motions produced by any of these impulses were carried through
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the body to the soul. All such motions have consequently received
the general name of “sensations,” which they still retain. And they
did in fact at that time create a very great and mighty movement;
uniting with the ever-flowing stream in stirring up and violently
shaking the courses of the soul, they completely stopped the revo
lution of the same by their opposing current and hindered it from
predominating and advancing, and they so disturbed the nature of
the other or diverse that the three double intervals [that is, between
1, 2, 4, 8] and the three triple intervals [that is, between 1, 3, 9, 27],
together with the mean terms and connecting links which are
expressed by the ratios of 3:2 and 4:3 and of 9:8—these, although
they cannot be wholly undone except by him who united them,
were twisted by them in all sorts of ways, and the circles were bro
ken and disordered in every possible manner, so that when they
moved they were tumbling to pieces and moved irrationally, at one
time in a reverse direction, and then again obliquely, and then
upside down, as you might imagine a person who is upside down
and has his head leaning upon the ground and his feet up against
something in the air, and when he is in such a position, both he and
the spectator fancy that the right of either is his left, and the left
right. If, when powerfully experiencing these and similar effects,
the revolutions of the soul come in contact with some external
thing, either of the class of the same or of the other, they speak of
the same or of the other in a manner the very opposite of the truth,
and they become false and foolish, and there is no course or revo
lution in them which has a guiding or directing power. And if again
any sensations enter in violently from without and drag after them
the whole vessel of the soul, then the courses of the soul, though
they seem to conquer, are really conquered.
And by reason of all these affections, the soul, when incased in
a mortal body, now, as in the beginning, is at first without intelli
gence, but when the flood of growth and nutriment abates and the
courses of the soul, calming down, go their own way and become
steadier as time goes on, then the several circles return to their nat
ural form and their revolutions are corrected, and they call the
same and the other by their right names and make the possessor of
them to become a rational being. And if these combine in him with
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any true nurture or education, he attains the fullness and health of
the perfect man, and escapes the worst disease of all, but if he neg
lects education he walks lame to the end of his life and returns
imperfect and good for nothing to the world below.2

iii. Phaedrus 244a–253c
SOCRATES: Now you must understand, fair boy, that whereas the
preceding discourse was by Phaedrus, son of Pythocles, of
Myrrhinus, that which I shall now pronounce is by Stesichorus, son
of Euphemus, of Himera. This then is how it must run.
“False is the tale” that when a lover is at hand favor ought rather
to be accorded to one who does not love, on the ground that the
former is mad, and the latter sound of mind. That would be right if
it were an invariable truth that madness is an evil, but in reality, the
greatest blessings come by way of madness, indeed of madness that
is heaven-sent. It was when they were mad that the prophetess at
Delphi and the priestesses at Dodona achieved so much for which
both states and individuals in Greece are thankful; when sane they
did little or nothing. As for the Sibyl and others who by the power
of inspired prophecy have so often foretold the future to so many,
and guided them aright, I need not dwell on what is obvious to
everyone. Yet it is in place to appeal to the fact that madness was
accounted no shame nor disgrace by the men of old who gave
things their names; otherwise they would not have connected that
greatest of arts, whereby the future is discerned, with this very word
“madness,” and named it accordingly. No, it was because they held
madness to be a valuable gift, when due to divine dispensation, that
they named that art as they did, though the men of today, having no
sense of values, have put in an extra letter, making it not manic but
mantic. That is borne out by the name they gave to the art of those
sane prophets who inquire into the future by means of birds and
other signs; the name was oionoistic which by its components indi
cated that the prophet attained understanding and information by

2. For more on Plato’s cosmology see Francis MacDonald Cornford, Plato’s
Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plato (Indianapolis and Cambridge, Mass.: Hackett
Publishing Company, 1997).
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a purely human activity of thought belonging to his own intelli
gence, though a younger generation has come to call it oionistic,
lengthening the quantity of the o to make it sound impressive. You
see then what this ancient evidence attests. Corresponding to the
superior perfection and value of the prophecy of inspiration over
that of omen reading, both in name and in fact, is the superiority of
heaven-sent madness over man-made sanity.
And in the second place, when grievous maladies and afflictions
have beset certain families by reason of some ancient sin, madness
has appeared among them, and breaking out into prophecy has
secured relief by finding the means thereto, namely by recourse to
prayer and worship, and in consequence thereof rites and means of
purification were established, and the sufferer was brought out of
danger, alike for the present and for the future. Thus did madness
secure, for him that was maddened aright and possessed, deliver
ance from his troubles.
There is a third form of possession or madness, of which the
Muses are the source. This seizes a tender, virgin soul and stimulates
it to rapt passionate expression, especially in lyric poetry, glorifying
the countless mighty deeds of ancient times for the instruction of
posterity. But if any man come to the gates of poetry without the
madness of the Muses, persuaded that skill alone will make him a
good poet, then shall he and his works of sanity with him be
brought to nought by the poetry of madness, and behold, their
place is nowhere to be found.
Such then is the tale, though I have not told it fully, of the
achievements wrought by madness that comes from the gods. So let
us have no fears simply on that score; let us not be disturbed by an
argument that seeks to scare us into preferring the friendship of the
sane to that of the passionate. For there is something more that it
must prove if it is to carry the day, namely that love is not a thing
sent from heaven for the advantage both of lover and beloved. What
we have to prove is the opposite, namely that this sort of madness is
a gift of the gods, fraught with the highest bliss. And our proof
assuredly will prevail with the wise, though not with the learned.
Now our first step toward attaining the truth of the matter is to
discern the nature of soul, divine and human, its experiences, and
its activities. Here then our proof begins.
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All soul is immortal,3 for that which is ever in motion is immor
tal. But that which while imparting motion is itself moved by some
thing else can cease to be in motion, and therefore can cease to live;
it is only that which moves itself that never intermits its motion, inas
much as it cannot abandon its own nature; moreover this self-mover
is the source and first principle of motion for all other things that
are moved. Now a first principle cannot come into being, for while
anything that comes to be must come to be from a first principle,
the latter itself cannot come to be from anything whatsoever; if it
did, it would cease any longer to be a first principle. Furthermore,
since it does not come into being, it must be imperishable, for
assuredly if a first principle were to be destroyed, nothing could
come to be out of it, nor could anything bring the principle itself
back into existence, seeing that a first principle is needed for any
thing to come into being.
The self-mover, then, is the first principle of motion, and it is as
impossible that it should be destroyed as that it should come into
being were it otherwise; the whole universe, the whole of that which
comes to be, would collapse into immobility, and never find anoth
er source of motion to bring it back into being.
And now that we have seen that that which is moved by itself is
immortal, we shall feel no scruple in affirming that precisely that is
the essence and definition of soul, to wit, self-motion. Any body that
has an external source of motion is soulless, but a body deriving its
motion from a source within itself is animate or besouled which
implies that the nature of soul is what has been said.
And if this last assertion is correct, namely that “that which
moves itself” is precisely identifiable with soul, it must follow that
soul is not born and does not die.
3. Or “the soul as a whole (psuche pasa) is immortal,” as suggested by Ulrich von
Wilamovitz-Moellendorf. Since the time of Hermeias of Alexandria, the inter
preters have disputed over whether the meaning of psuche pasa is “all soul” or
“every soul.” In 246b6, psuche pasa appears as a complete being having wings, which
stands in contrast to the soul which has lost its wings. The translation of psuche pasa
as “the soul as a whole,” stresses the difference between the complete immortal and
incomplete mortal. As Yoav Rinon explains (p. 558): “The immortal has both a
body and a soul which exist forever as a complete phenomenon. By contrast, the
living being which is an outcome of an arbitrary connection between body and
soul, has only a temporal completeness, which merely serves as a means for the new
growth of the wings.” See Yoav Rinon, “The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida II:
Phaedrus,” The Review of Metaphysics, vol. XLVI, 3 (1993): 537–558.
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As to soul’s immortality then we have said enough, but as to its
nature there is this that must be said. What manner of thing it is
would be a long tale to tell, and most assuredly a god alone could
tell it but what it resembles, that a man might tell in briefer com
pass. Let this therefore be our manner of discourse. Let it be
likened to the union of powers in a team of winged steeds and their
winged charioteer. Now all the gods’ steeds and all their charioteers
are good, and of good stock, but with other beings it is not wholly
so. With us men, in the first place, it is a pair of steeds that the char
ioteer controls; moreover one of them is noble and good, and of
good stock, while the other has the opposite character, and his stock
is opposite. Hence the task of our charioteer is difficult and trou
blesome.
And now we must essay to tell how it is that living beings are
called mortal and immortal. All soul has the care of all that is inan
imate, and traverses the whole universe, though in ever-changing
forms. Thus when it is perfect and winged it journeys on high and
controls the whole world, but one that has shed its wings sinks down
until it can fasten on something solid, and settling there it takes to
itself an earthly body which seems by reason of the soul’s power to
move itself. This composite structure of soul and body is called a liv
ing being, and is further termed “mortal”; “immortal” is a term
applied on no basis of reasoned argument at all, but our fancy pic
tures the god whom we have never seen, nor fully conceived, as an
immortal living being, possessed of a soul and a body united for all
time. Howbeit, let these matters, and our account thereof, be as
God pleases; what we must understand is the reason why the soul’s
wings fall from it, and are lost. It is on this wise.
The natural property of a wing is to raise that which is heavy and
carry it aloft to the region where the gods dwell, and more than any
other bodily part it shares in the divine nature, which is fair, wise,
and good, and possessed of all other such excellences. Now by these
excellences especially is the soul’s plumage nourished and fostered,
while by their opposites, even by ugliness and evil, it is wasted and
destroyed. And behold, there in the heaven Zeus, mighty leader,
drives his winged team. First of the host of gods and daemons he
proceeds, ordering all things and caring therefore, and the host fol
lows after him, marshaled in eleven companies. For Hestia abides
alone in the gods’ dwelling place, but for the rest, all such as are
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ranked in the number of the twelve as ruler gods lead their several
companies, each according to his rank.
Now within the heavens are many spectacles of bliss upon the
highways whereon the blessed gods pass to and fro, each doing his
own work, and with them are all such as will and can follow them,
for jealousy has no place in the choir divine. But at such times as
they go to their feasting and banquet, behold they climb the steep
ascent even unto the summit of the arch that supports the heavens,
and easy is that ascent for the chariots of the gods, for they are well
balanced and readily guided. But for the others it is hard, by reason
of the heaviness of the steed of wickedness, which pulls down his
driver with his weight, except that driver have schooled him well.
And now there awaits the soul the extreme of her toil and strug
gling. For the souls that are called immortal, so soon as they are at
the summit, come forth and stand upon the back of the world, and
straightway the revolving heaven carries them round, and they look
upon the regions without.
Of that place beyond the heavens none of our earthly poets has
yet sung, and none shall sing worthily. But this is the manner of it,
for assuredly we must be bold to speak what is true, above all when
our discourse is upon truth. It is there that true being dwells, with
out color or shape, that cannot be touched; reason alone, the soul’s
pilot, can behold it, and all true knowledge is knowledge thereof.
Now even as the mind of a god is nourished by reason and knowl
edge, so also is it with every soul that has a care to receive her prop
er food; wherefore when at last she has beheld being she is well
content, and contemplating truth she is nourished and prospers,
until the heaven’s revolution brings her back full circle. And while
she is borne round she discerns justice, its very self, and likewise
temperance, and knowledge, not the knowledge that is neighbor to
becoming and varies with the various objects to which we common
ly ascribe being, but the veritable knowledge of being that veritably
is. And when she has contemplated likewise and feasted upon all
else that has true being, she descends again within the heavens and
comes back home. And having so come, her charioteer sets his
steeds at their manger, and puts ambrosia before them and draught
of nectar to drink withal.
Such is the life of gods. Of the other souls that which best fol
lows a god and becomes most like thereunto raises her charioteer’s
head into the outer region and is carried round with the gods in the
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revolution, but being confounded by her steeds she has much ado
to discern the things that are; another now rises, and now sinks, and
by reason of her unruly steeds sees in part, but in part sees not. As
for the rest, though all are eager to reach the heights and seek to
follow, they are not able; sucked down as they travel they trample
and tread upon one another, this one striving to outstrip that. Thus
confusion ensues, and conflict and grievous sweat. Whereupon,
with their charioteers powerless, many are lamed, and many have
their wings all broken, and for all their toiling they are balked, every
one, of the full vision of being, and departing therefrom they feed
upon the food of semblance.
Now the reason wherefore the souls are fain and eager to
behold the plain of Truth, and discover it, lies herein—to wit, that
the pasturage that is proper to their noblest part comes from that
meadow, and the plumage by which they are borne aloft is nour
ished thereby.
Hear now the ordinance of Necessity. Whatsoever soul has fol
lowed in the train of a god, and discerned something of truth, shall
be kept from sorrow until a new revolution shall begin, and if she
can do this always, she shall remain always free from hurt. But when
she is not able so to follow, and sees none of it, but meeting with
some mischance comes to be burdened with a load of forgetfulness
and wrongdoing, and because of that burden sheds her wings and
falls to the earth, then thus runs the law. In her first birth she shall
not be planted in any brute beast, but the soul that hath seen the
most of being shall enter into the human babe that shall grow into
a seeker after wisdom or beauty, a follower of the Muses and a lover;
the next, having seen less, shall dwell in a king that abides by law, or
a warrior and ruler; the third in a statesman, a man of business, or
a trader; the fourth in an athlete, or physical trainer, or physician;
the fifth shall have the life of a prophet or a Mystery priest; to the
sixth that of a poet or other imitative artist shall be fittingly given;
the seventh shall live in an artisan or farmer; the eighth in a Sophist
or demagogue; the ninth in a tyrant.
Now in all these incarnations he who lives righteously has a bet
ter lot for his portion, and he who lives unrighteously a worse. For
a soul does not return to the place whence she came for ten thou
sand years, since in no lesser time can she regain her wings, save
only his soul who has sought after wisdom unfeignedly, or has con
joined his passion for a loved one with that seeking. Such a soul, if
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with three evolutions of a thousand years she has thrice chosen this
philosophical life, regains thereby her wings, and speeds away after
three thousand years; but the rest, when they have accomplished
their first life, are brought to judgment, and after the judgment
some are taken to be punished in places of chastisement beneath
the earth, while others are borne aloft by Justice to a certain region
of the heavens, there to live in such manner as is merited by their
past life in the flesh. And after a thousand years these and those
alike come to the allotment and choice of their second life, each
choosing according to her will; then does the soul of a man enter
into the life of a beast, and the beast’s soul that was aforetime in a
man goes back to a man again. For only the soul that has beheld
truth may enter into this our human form—seeing that man must
needs understand the language of forms, passing from a plurality of
perceptions to a unity gathered together by reasoning—and such
understanding is a recollection of those things which our souls
beheld aforetime as they journeyed with their god, looking down
upon the things which now we suppose to be, and gazing up to that
which truly is.
Therefore is it meet and right that the soul of the philosopher
alone should recover her wings, for she, so far as may be, is ever
near in memory to those things a god’s nearness whereunto makes
him truly god. Wherefore if a man makes right use of such means
of remembrance, and ever approaches to the full vision of the per
fect mysteries, he and he alone becomes truly perfect. Standing
aside from the busy doings of mankind, and drawing nigh to the
divine, he is rebuked by the multitude as being out of his wits, for
they know not that he is possessed by a deity.
Mark therefore the sum and substance of all our discourse
touching the fourth sort of madness—to wit, that this is the best of
all forms of divine possession, both in itself and in its sources, both
for him that has it and for him that shares therein—and when he
that loves beauty is touched by such madness he is called a lover.
Such a one, as soon as he beholds the beauty of this world, is
reminded of true beauty, and his wings begin to grow; then is he
fain to lift his wings and fly upward; yet he has not the power, but
inasmuch as he gazes upward like a bird, and cares nothing for the
world beneath, men charge it upon him that he is demented.
Now, as we have said, every human soul has, by reason of her
nature, had contemplation of true being; else would she never have
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entered into this human creature; but to be put in mind thereof by
things here is not easy for every soul. Some, when they had the
vision, had it but for a moment; some when they had fallen to earth
consorted unhappily with such as led them to deeds of unright
eousness, wherefore they forgot the holy objects of their vision. Few
indeed are left that can still remember much, but when these dis
cern some likeness of the things yonder, they are amazed, and no
longer masters of themselves, and know not what is come upon
them by reason of their perception being dim.
Now in the earthly likenesses of justice and temperance and all
other prized possessions of the soul there dwells no luster; nay, so dull
are the organs wherewith men approach their images that hardly can
a few behold that which is imaged, but with beauty it is otherwise.
Beauty it was ours to see in all its brightness in those days when, amidst
that happy company, we beheld with our eyes that blessed vision, our
selves in the train of Zeus, others following some other god; then were
we all initiated into that mystery which is rightly accounted blessed
beyond all others; whole and unblemished were we that did celebrate
it, untouched by the evils that awaited us in days to come; whole and
unblemished likewise, free from all alloy, steadfast and blissful were
the spectacles on which we gazed in the moment of final revelation;
pure was the light that shone around us, and pure were we, without
taint of that prison house which now we are encompassed withal, and
call a body, fast bound therein as an oyster in its shell.
There let it rest then, our tribute to a memory that has stirred
us to linger awhile on those former joys for which we yearn. Now
beauty, as we said, shone bright amidst these visions, and in this
world below we apprehend it through the clearest of our senses,
clear and resplendent. For sight is the keenest mode of perception
vouchsafed us through the body; wisdom, indeed, we cannot see
thereby—how passionate had been our desire for her, if she had
granted us so clear an image of herself to gaze upon—nor yet any
other of those beloved objects, save only beauty; for beauty alone
this has been ordained, to be most manifest to sense and most love
ly of them all.
Now he whose vision of the mystery is long past, or whose puri
ty has been sullied, cannot pass swiftly hence to see beauty’s self yon
der, when he beholds that which is called beautiful here; wherefore
he looks upon it with no reverence, and surrendering to pleasure
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he essays to go after the fashion of a four-footed beast, and to beget
offspring of the flesh, or consorting with wantonness he has no fear
nor shame in running after unnatural pleasure. But when one who
is fresh from the mystery, and saw much of the vision, beholds a
godlike face or bodily form that truly expresses beauty, first there
come upon him a shuddering and a measure of that awe which the
vision inspired, and then reverence as at the sight of a god, and but
for fear of being deemed a very madman he would offer sacrifice to
his beloved, as to a holy image of deity. Next, with the passing of the
shudder, a strange sweating and fever seizes him. For by reason of
the stream of beauty entering in through his eyes there comes a
warmth, whereby his soul’s plumage is fostered, and with that
warmth the roots of the wings are melted, which for long had been
so hardened and closed up that nothing could grow; then as the
nourishment is poured in, the stump of the wing swells and hastens
to grow from the root over the whole substance of the soul, for
aforetime the whole soul was furnished with wings. Meanwhile she
throbs with ferment in every part, and even as a teething child feels
an aching and pain in its gums when a tooth has just come through,
so does the soul of him who is beginning to grow his wings feel a fer
ment and painful irritation. Wherefore as she gazes upon the boy’s
beauty, she admits a flood of particles streaming therefrom—that is
why we speak of a “flood of passion”—whereby she is warmed and
fostered; then has she respite from her anguish, and is filled with
joy. But when she has been parted from him and become parched,
the openings of those outlets at which the wings are sprouting dry
up likewise and are closed, so that the wing’s germ is barred off.
And behind its bars, together with the flood aforesaid, it throbs like
a fevered pulse, and pricks at its proper outlet, and thereat the
whole soul round about is stung and goaded into anguish; howbeit
she remembers the beauty of her beloved, and rejoices again. So
between joy and anguish she is distraught at being in such strange
case, perplexed and frenzied; with madness upon her she can nei
ther sleep by night nor keep still by day, but runs hither and thith
er, yearning for him in whom beauty dwells, if haply she may behold
him. At last she does behold him, and lets the flood pour in upon
her, releasing the imprisoned waters; then has she refreshment and
respite from her stings and sufferings, and at that moment tastes a
pleasure that is sweet beyond compare. Nor will she willingly give it
up. Above all others does she esteem her beloved in his beauty;
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mother, brother, friends, she forgets them all. Nought does she reck
of losing worldly possessions through neglect. All the rules of con
duct, all the graces of life, of which aforetime she was proud, she
now disdains, welcoming a slave’s estate and any couch where she
may be suffered to lie down close beside her darling, for besides her
reverence for the possessor of beauty she has found in him the only
physician for her grievous suffering.
Hearken, fair boy to whom I speak. This is the experience that
men term love (eros) but when you hear what the gods call it, you
will probably smile at its strangeness. There are a couple of verses
on love quoted by certain Homeric scholars from the unpublished
works, the second of which is remarkably bold and a trifle astray in
its quantities. They run as follows:
Eros, cleaver of air, in mortals’ speech is he named,
But, since he must grow wings, Pteros the celestials call him.

You may believe that or not, as you please; at all events the cause
and the nature of the lover’s experience are in fact what I have said.
Now if he whom Love has caught be among the followers of
Zeus, he is able to bear the burden of the winged one with some
constancy, but they that attend upon Ares, and did range the heav
ens in his train, when they are caught by Love and fancy that their
beloved is doing them some injury, will shed blood and not scruple
to offer both themselves and their loved ones in sacrifice. And so
does each lover live, after the manner of the god in whose compa
ny he once was, honoring him and copying him so far as may be, so
long as he remains uncorrupt and is still living in his first earthly
period, and in like manner does he comport himself toward his
beloved and all his other associates. And so each selects a fair one
for his love after his disposition, and even as if the beloved himself
were a god he fashions for himself as it were an image, and adorns
it to be the object of his veneration and worship.
Thus the followers of Zeus seek a beloved who is Zeus-like in
soul; wherefore they look for one who is by nature disposed to the
love of wisdom and the leading of men, and when they have found
him and come to love him they do all in their power to foster that
disposition. And if they have not aforetime trodden this path, they
now set out upon it, learning the way from any source that may offer
of finding it for themselves, and as they follow up the trace within
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themselves of the nature of their own god their task is made easier,
inasmuch as they are constrained to fix their gaze upon him, and
reaching out after him in memory they are possessed by him, and
from him they take their ways and manners of life, in so far as a man
can partake of a god. But all this, mark you, they attribute to the
beloved, and the draughts which they draw from Zeus they pour
out, like bacchants, into the soul of the beloved, thus creating in
him the closest possible likeness to the god they worship.
Those who were in the train of Hera look for a royal nature, and
when they have found him they do unto him all things in like fash
ion. And so it is with the followers of Apollo and each other god.
Every lover is fain that his beloved should be of a nature like to his
own god, and when he has won him, he leads him on to walk in the
ways of their god, and after his likeness, patterning himself there
upon and giving counsel and discipline to the boy. There is no jeal
ousy or petty spitefulness in his dealings, but his every act is aimed
at bringing the beloved to be every whit like unto himself and unto
the god of their worship.
So therefore glorious and blissful is the endeavor of true lovers
in that mystery rite, if they accomplish that which they endeavor
after the fashion of which I speak, when mutual affection arises
through the madness inspired by love.

iv. Phaedo 66b–69d
“All these considerations,” said Socrates, “must surely prompt seri
ous philosophers to review the position in some such way as this. ‘It
looks as though this were a bypath leading to the right track. So
long as we keep to the body and our soul is contaminated with this
imperfection, there is no chance of our ever attaining satisfactorily
to our object, which we assert to be truth. In the first place, the body
provides us with innumerable distractions in the pursuit of our nec
essary sustenance, and any diseases which attack us hinder our
quest for reality. Besides, the body fills us with loves and desires and
fears and all sorts of fancies and a great deal of nonsense, with the
result that we literally never get an opportunity to think at all about
anything. Wars and revolutions and battles are due simply and sole
ly to the body and its desires. All wars are undertaken for the acqui
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sition of wealth, and the reason why we have to acquire wealth is the
body, because we are slaves in its service. That is why, on all these
accounts, we have so little time for philosophy. Worst of all, if we do
obtain any leisure from the body’s claims and turn to some line of
inquiry, the body intrudes once more into our investigations, inter
rupting, disturbing, distracting, and preventing us from getting a
glimpse of the truth. We are in fact convinced that if we are ever to
have pure knowledge of anything, we must get rid of the body and
contemplate things by themselves with the soul by itself. It seems, to
judge from the argument, that the wisdom which we desire and
upon which we profess to have set our hearts will be attainable only
when we are dead, and not in our lifetime. If no pure knowledge is
possible in the company of the body, then either it is totally impos
sible to acquire knowledge, or it is only possible after death, because
it is only then that the soul will be separate and independent of the
body. It seems that so long as we are alive, we shall continue closest
to knowledge if we avoid as much as we can all contact and associa
tion with the body, except when they are absolutely necessary, and
instead of allowing ourselves to become infected with its nature,
purify ourselves from it until God himself gives us deliverance. In
this way, by keeping ourselves uncontaminated by the follies of the
body, we shall probably reach the company of others like ourselves
and gain direct knowledge of all that is pure and uncontaminated—
that is, presumably, of truth. For one who is not pure himself to
attain to the realm of purity would no doubt be a breach of univer
sal justice.’ Something to this effect, Simmias, is what I imagine all
real lovers of learning must think themselves and say to one anoth
er. Don’t you agree with me?”
“Most emphatically, Socrates.”
“Very well, then,” said Socrates, “if this is true, there is good rea
son for anyone who reaches the end of this journey which lies
before me to hope that there, if anywhere, he will attain the object
to which all our efforts have been directed during my past life. So
this journey which is now ordained for me carries a happy prospect
for any other man also who believes that his mind has been pre
pared by purification.”
“It does indeed,” said Simmias.
“And purification, as we saw some time ago in our discussion,
consists in separating the soul as much as possible from the body,
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and accustoming it to withdraw from all contact with the body and
concentrate itself by itself, and to have its dwelling, so far as it can,
both now and in the future, alone by itself, freed from the shackles
of the body. Does not that follow?”
“Yes, it does,” said Simmias.
“Is not what we call death a freeing and separation of soul from
body?”
“Certainly,” he said.
“And the desire to free the soul is found chiefly, or rather only,
in the true philosopher. In fact the philosopher’s occupation con
sists precisely in the freeing and separation of soul from body. Isn’t
that so?”
“Apparently.”
“Well then, as I said at the beginning, if a man has trained him
self throughout his life to live in a state as close as possible to death,
would it not be ridiculous for him to be distressed when death
comes to him?”
“It would, of course.”
“Then it is a fact, Simmias, that true philosophers make dying
their profession, and that to them of all men death is least alarming.
Look at it in this way. If they are thoroughly dissatisfied with the
body, and long to have their souls independent of it, when this hap
pens would it not be entirely unreasonable to be frightened and dis
tressed? Would they not naturally be glad to set out for the place
where there is a prospect of attaining the object of their lifelong
desire—which is wisdom—and of escaping from an unwelcome
association? Surely there are many who have chosen of their own
free will to follow dead lovers and wives and sons to the next world,
in the hope of seeing and meeting there the persons whom they
loved. If this is so, will a true lover of wisdom who has firmly grasped
this same conviction—that he will never attain to wisdom worthy of
the name elsewhere than in the next world—will he be grieved at
dying? Will he not be glad to make that journey? We must suppose
so, my dear boy; that is, if he is a real philosopher; because then he
will be of the firm belief that he will never find wisdom in all its puri
ty in any other place. If this is so, would it not be quite unreason
able, as I said just now, for such a man to be afraid of death?”
“It would, indeed.”
“So if you see anyone distressed at the prospect of dying,” said
Socrates, “it will be proof enough that he is a lover not of wisdom
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but of the body. As a matter of fact, I suppose he is also a lover of
wealth and reputation—one or the other, or both.”
“Yes, you are quite right.”
“Doesn’t it follow, Simmias,” he went on, “that the virtue which
we call courage belongs primarily to the philosophical disposition?”
“Yes, no doubt it does,” he said.
“Self-control, too, as it is understood even in the popular
sense—not being carried away by the desires, but preserving a
decent indifference toward them—is not this appropriate only to
those who regard the body with the greatest indifference and spend
their lives in philosophy?”
“Certainly,” he said.
“If you care to consider courage and self-control as practiced by
other people,” said Socrates, “you will find them illogical.”
“How so, Socrates?”
“You know, don’t you, that everyone except the philosopher
regards death as a great evil?”
“Yes, indeed.”
“Isn’t it true that when a brave man faces death he does so
through fear of something worse?”
“Yes, it is true.”
“So in everyone except the philosopher courage is due to fear
and dread, although it is illogical that fear and cowardice should
make a man brave.”
“Quite so.”
“What about temperate people? Is it not, in just the same way, a
sort of self-indulgence that makes them self-controlled? We may say
that this is impossible, but all the same those who practice this sim
ple form of self-control are in much the same case as that which I
have just described. They are afraid of losing other pleasures which
they desire, so they refrain from one kind because they cannot resist
the other. Although they define self-indulgence as the condition of
being ruled by pleasure, it is really because they cannot resist some
pleasures that they succeed in resisting others, which amounts to
what I said just now—that they control themselves, in a sense, by
self-indulgence.”
“Yes, that seems to be true.”
“I congratulate you on your perception, Simmias. No, I am
afraid that, from the moral standpoint, it is not the right method to
exchange one degree of pleasure or pain or fear for another, like
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coins of different values. There is only one currency for which all
these tokens of ours should be exchanged, and that is wisdom. In
fact, it is wisdom that makes possible courage and self-control and
integrity or, in a word, true goodness, and the presence or absence
of pleasures and fears and other such feelings makes no difference
at all, whereas a system of morality which is based on relative emo
tional values is a mere illusion, a thoroughly vulgar conception
which has nothing sound in it and nothing true. The true moral
ideal, whether self-control or integrity or courage, is really a kind of
purgation from all these emotions, and wisdom itself is a sort of
purification. Perhaps these people who direct the religious initia
tions are not so far from the mark, and all the time there has been
an allegorical meaning beneath their doctrine that he who enters
the next world uninitiated and unenlightened shall lie in the mire,
but he who arrives there purified and enlightened shall dwell
among the gods. You know how the initiation practitioners say,
‘Many bear the emblems, but the devotees are few’?4 Well, in my
opinion these devotees are simply those who have lived the philo
sophical life in the right way—a company which, all through my life,
I have done my best in every way to join, leaving nothing undone
which I could do to attain this end. Whether I was right in this ambi
tion, and whether we have achieved anything, we shall know for cer
tain, if God wills, when we reach the other world, and that, I
imagine, will be fairly soon.”

v. Theaetetus 155d–155e
SOCRATES: That shows that Theodorus was not wrong in his esti
mate of your nature. This sense of wonder is the mark of the
philosopher. Philosophy indeed has no other origin, and he was a
good genealogist who made Iris the daughter of Thaumas.
Do you now begin to see the explanation of all this which fol
lows from the theory we are attributing to Protagoras? Or is it not
yet clear?
THEAETETUS: I can’t say it is yet.
SOCRATES: Then perhaps you will be grateful if I help you to pen

4. Or: “Many are the narthex-bearers, but few are bakchoi” (Phaed. 69c; cf.
Orphicorum fragmenta 5, 235). See Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987), p.34.
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etrate to the truth concealed in the thoughts of a man—or I should
say, of men—of such distinction.
THEAETETUS: Of course I shall be very grateful.
SOCRATES: Then just take a look round and make sure that none
of the uninitiated overhears us. I mean by the uninitiated the peo
ple who believe that nothing is real save what they can grasp with
their hands and do not admit that actions or processes or anything
invisible can count as real.
176a–177a
THEODORUS: If you could convince everyone, Socrates, as you
convince me, there would be more peace and fewer evils in the
world.
SOCRATES: Evils, Theodorus, can never be done away with, for
the good must always have its contrary; nor have they any place in
the divine world, but they must needs haunt this region of our mor
tal nature. That is why we should make all speed to take flight from
this world to the other, and that means becoming like the divine so
far as we can, and that again is to become righteous with the help
of wisdom. But it is no such easy matter to convince men that the
reasons for avoiding wickedness and seeking after goodness are not
those which the world gives. The right motive is not that one should
seem innocent and good—that is no better, to my thinking, than an
old wives’ tale—but let us state the truth in this way. In the divine
there is no shadow of unrighteousness, only the perfection of right
eousness, and nothing is more like the divine than any one of us
who becomes as righteous as possible. It is here that a man shows his
true spirit and power or lack of spirit and nothingness. For to know
this is wisdom and excellence of the genuine sort; not to know it is
to be manifestly blind and base. All other forms of seeming power
and intelligence in the rulers of society are as mean and vulgar as
the mechanic’s skill in handicraft. If a man’s words and deeds are
unrighteous and profane, he had best not persuade himself that he
is a great man because he sticks at nothing, glorying in his shame as
such men do when they fancy what others say of them. They are no
fools, no useless burdens to the earth, but men of the right sort to
weather the storms of public life.
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Let the truth be told. They are what they fancy they are not, all
the more for deceiving themselves, for they are ignorant of the very
thing it most concerns them to know—the penalty of injustice. This
is not, as they imagine, stripes and death, which do not always fall
on the wrongdoer, but a penalty that cannot be escaped.
THEODORUS: What penalty is that?
SOCRATES: There are two patterns, my friend, in the unchange
able nature of things, one of divine happiness, the other of godless
misery—a truth to which their folly makes them utterly blind,
unaware that in doing injustice they are growing less like one of
these patterns and more like the other. The penalty they pay is the
life they lead, answering to the pattern they resemble. But if we tell
them that, unless they rid themselves of their superior cunning, that
other region which is free from all evil will not receive them after
death, but here on earth they will dwell for all time in some form of
life resembling their own and in the society of things as evil as them
selves, all this will sound like foolishness to such strong and
unscrupulous minds.

vi. Symposium 201c–204b
“No, no, dear Agathon. It’s the truth you find unanswerable, not
Socrates. And now I’m going to leave you in peace, because I want
to talk about some lessons I was given, once upon a time, by a
Mantinean woman called Diotima—a woman who was deeply versed
in this and many other fields of knowledge. It was she who brought
about a ten years’ postponement of the great plague of Athens on
the occasion of a certain sacrifice, and it was she who taught me the
philosophy of Love. And now I am going to try to connect her
teaching—as well as I can without her help—with the conclusions
that Agathon and I have just arrived at. Like him, I shall begin by
stating who and what Love is, and go on to describe his functions,
and I think the easiest way will be to adopt Diotima’s own method
of inquiry by question and answer. I’d been telling her pretty much
what Agathon has just been telling me—how Love was a great god,
and how he was the love of what is beautiful, and she used the same
arguments on me that I’ve just brought to bear on Agathon to prove
that, on my own showing, Love was neither beautiful nor good.
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“‘Whereupon, my dear Diotima,’ I asked, ‘are you trying to
make me believe that Love is bad and ugly?’
“‘Heaven forbid,’ she said. ‘But do you really think that if a
thing isn’t beautiful it’s therefore bound to be ugly?’
“‘Why, naturally.’
“‘And that what isn’t learned must be ignorant? Have you never
heard of something which comes between the two?’
“‘And what’s that?’
“‘Don’t you know,’ she asked, ‘that holding an opinion which is
in fact correct, without being able to give a reason for it, is neither
true knowledge—how can it be knowledge without a reason?—nor
ignorance—for how can we call it ignorance when it happens to be
true? So may we not say that a correct opinion comes midway
between knowledge and ignorance?’
“‘Yes,’ I admitted, ‘that’s perfectly true.’
“‘Very well, then,’ she went on, ‘why must you insist that what
isn’t beautiful is ugly, and that what isn’t good is bad? Now, coming
back to Love, you’ve been forced to agree that he is neither good
nor beautiful, but that’s no reason for thinking that he must be bad
and ugly. The fact is that he’s between the two.’
“‘And yet,’ I said, ‘it’s generally agreed that he’s a great god.’
“‘It all depends,’ she said, ‘on what you mean by “generally.” Do
you mean simply people that don’t know anything about it, or do
you include the people that do?’
“‘I meant everybody.’
“At which she laughed, and said, ‘Then can you tell me, my dear
Socrates, how people can agree that he’s a great god when they
deny that he’s a god at all?’
“‘What people do you mean?’ I asked her.
“‘You for one, and I for another.’
“‘What on earth do you mean by that?’
“‘Oh, it’s simple enough,’ she answered. ‘Tell me, wouldn’t you
say that all the gods were happy and beautiful? Or would you sug
gest that any of them were neither?’
“‘Good heavens, no!’ said I.
“‘And don’t you call people happy when they possess the beau
tiful and the good?’
“‘Why, of course.’
“‘And yet you agreed just now that Love lacks, and consequent
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ly longs for, those very qualities?’
“‘Yes, so I did.’
“‘Then, if he has no part in either goodness or beauty, how can
he be a god?’
“‘I suppose he can’t be,’ I admitted.
“‘And now,’ she said, ‘haven’t I proved that you’re one of the
people who don’t believe in the divinity of Love?’
“‘Yes, but what can he be, then?’ I asked her. ‘A mortal?’
“‘Not by any means.’
“‘Well, what then?’
“‘What I told you before—halfway between mortal and immor
tal.’
“‘And what do you mean by that, Diotima?’
“‘A very powerful spirit, Socrates, and spirits, you know, are
halfway between god and man.’
“‘What powers have they, then?’ I asked.
“‘They are the envoys and interpreters that ply between heaven
and earth, flying upward with our worship and our prayers, and
descending with the heavenly answers and commandments, and
since they are between the two estates they weld both sides togeth
er and merge them into one great whole. They form the medium of
the prophetic arts, of the priestly rites of sacrifice, initiation, and
incantation, of divination and of sorcery, for the divine will not min
gle directly with the human, and it is only through the mediation of
the spirit world that man can have any intercourse, whether waking
or sleeping, with the gods. And the man who is versed in such mat
ters is said to have spiritual powers, as opposed to the mechanical
powers of the man who is expert in the more mundane arts. There
are many spirits, and many kinds of spirits, too, and Love is one of
them.’
“‘Then who were his parents?’ I asked.
“‘I’ll tell you,’ she said, ‘though it’s rather a long story. On the
day of Aphrodite’s birth the gods were making merry, and among
them was Resource, the son of Craft. And when they had supped,
Need came begging at the door because there was good cheer
inside. Now, it happened that Resource, having drunk deeply of the
heavenly nectar—for this was before the days of wine—wandered
out into the garden of Zeus and sank into a heavy sleep, and Need,
thinking that to get a child by Resource would mitigate her penury,
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lay down beside him and in time was brought to bed of Love. So
Love became the follower and servant of Aphrodite because he was
begotten on the same day that she was born, and further, he was
born to love the beautiful since Aphrodite is beautiful herself.
“‘Then again, as the son of Resource and Need, it has been his
fate to be always needy; nor is he delicate and lovely as most of us
believe, but harsh and arid, barefoot and homeless, sleeping on the
naked earth, in doorways, or in the very streets beneath the stars of
heaven, and always partaking of his mother’s poverty. But, secondly,
he brings his father’s resourcefulness to his designs upon the beau
tiful and the good, for he is gallant, impetuous, and energetic, a
mighty hunter, and a master of device and artifice—at once
desirous and full of wisdom, a lifelong seeker after truth, an adept
in sorcery, enchantment, and seduction.
“‘He is neither mortal nor immortal, for in the space of a day he
will be now, when all goes well with him, alive and blooming, and
now dying, to be born again by virtue of his father’s nature, while
what he gains will always ebb away as fast. So Love is never altogeth
er in or out of need, and stands, moreover, midway between igno
rance and wisdom. You must understand that none of the gods are
seekers after truth. They do not long for wisdom, because they are
wise—and why should the wise be seeking the wisdom that is already
theirs? Nor, for that matter, do the ignorant seek the truth or crave
to be made wise. And indeed, what makes their case so hopeless is
that, having neither beauty, nor goodness, nor intelligence, they are
satisfied with what they are, and do not long for the virtues they
have never missed.’
“‘Then tell me, Diotima,’ I said, ‘who are these seekers after
truth, if they are neither the wise nor the ignorant?’
“‘Why, a schoolboy,’ she replied, ‘could have told you that, after
what I’ve just been saying. They are those that come between the
two, and one of them is Love. For wisdom is concerned with the
loveliest of things, and Love is the love of what is lovely. And so it
follows that Love is a lover of wisdom, and, being such, he is placed
between wisdom and ignorance—for which his parentage also is
responsible, in that his father is full of wisdom and resource, while
his mother is devoid of either’.”
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207a–212c
“So much I gathered, gentlemen, at one time and another from
Diotima’s dissertations upon Love. And then one day she asked me,
‘Well, Socrates, and what do you suppose is the cause of all this long
ing and all this love? Haven’t you noticed what an extraordinary
effect the breeding instinct has upon both animals and birds, and
how obsessed they are with the desire, first to mate, and then to rear
their litters and their broods, and how the weakest of them are
ready to stand up to the strongest in defense of their young, and
even die for them, and how they are content to bear the pinch of
hunger and every kind of hardship, so long as they can rear their
offspring?
“‘With men,’ she went on, ‘you might put it down to the power
of reason, but how can you account for Love’s having such remark
able effects upon the brutes? What do you say to that, Socrates?’
“Again I had to confess my ignorance.”
“‘Well,’ she said, ‘I don’t know how you can hope to master the
philosophy of Love, if that’s too much for you to understand.’
“‘But, my dear Diotima,’ I protested, ‘as I said before, that’s just
why I’m asking you to teach me—because I realize how ignorant I
am. And I’d be more than grateful if you’d enlighten me as to the
cause not only of this, but of all the various effects of Love.’
“‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s simple enough, so long as you bear in
mind what we agreed was the object of Love. For here, too, the prin
ciple holds good that the mortal does all it can to put on immortal
ity. And how can it do that except by breeding, and thus ensuring
that there will always be a younger generation to take the place of
the old?
“‘Now, although we speak of an individual as being the same so
long as he continues to exist in the same form, and therefore
assume that a man is the same person in his dotage as in his infan
cy, yet, for all we call him the same, every bit of him is different, and
every day he is becoming a new man, while the old man is ceasing
to exist, as you can see from his hair, his flesh, his bones, his blood,
and all the rest of his body. And not only his body, for the same
thing happens to his soul. And neither his manners, nor his dispo
sition, nor his thoughts, nor his desires, nor his pleasures, nor his
sufferings, nor his fears are the same throughout his life, for some
of them grow, while others disappear.
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“‘And the application of this principle to human knowledge is
even more remarkable, for not only do some of the things we know
increase, while some of them are lost, so that even in our knowledge
we are not always the same, but the principle applies as well to every
single branch of knowledge. When we say we are studying, we real
ly mean that our knowledge is ebbing away. We forget, because our
knowledge disappears, and we have to study so as to replace what we
are losing, so that the state of our knowledge may seem, at any rate,
to be the same as it was before.
“‘This is how every mortal creature perpetuates itself. It cannot,
like the divine, be still the same throughout eternity; it can only
leave behind new life to fill the vacancy that is left in its species by
obsolescence. This, my dear Socrates, is how the body and all else
that is temporal partakes of the eternal; there is no other way. And
so it is no wonder that every creature prizes its own issue, since the
whole creation is inspired by this love, this passion for immortality.’
“‘Well, Diotima,’ I said, when she had done, ‘that’s a most
impressive argument. I wonder if you’re right.’
“‘Of course I am,’ she said with an air of authority that was
almost professorial. ‘Think of the ambitions of your fellow men, and
though at first they may strike you as upsetting my argument, you’ll
see how right I am if you only bear in mind that men’s great incen
tive is the love of glory, and that their one idea is “To win eternal
mention in the deathless roll of fame.”
“‘For the sake of fame they will dare greater dangers, even, than
for their children; they are ready to spend their money like water
and to wear their fingers to the bone, and, if it comes to that, to die.
“‘Do you think,’ she went on, ‘that Alcestis would have laid
down her life to save Admetus, or that Achilles would have died for
the love he bore Patroclus, or that Codrus, the Athenian king,
would have sacrificed himself for the seed of his royal consort, if
they had not hoped to win “the deathless name for valor,” which, in
fact, posterity has granted them? No, Socrates, no. Every one of us,
no matter what he does, is longing for the endless fame, the incom
parable glory that is theirs, and the nobler he is, the greater his
ambition, because he is in love with the eternal.
“‘Well then,’ she went on, ‘those whose procreancy is of the
body turn to woman as the object of their love, and raise a family, in
the blessed hope that by doing so they will keep their memory
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green, “through time and through eternity.” But those whose pro
creancy is of the spirit rather than of the flesh—and they are not
unknown, Socrates—conceive and bear the things of the spirit. And
what are they? you ask. Wisdom and all her sister virtues; it is the
office of every poet to beget them, and of every artist whom we may
call creative.
“‘Now, by far the most important kind of wisdom,’ she went on,
‘is that which governs the ordering of society, and which goes by the
names of justice and moderation. And if any man is so closely allied
to the divine as to be teeming with these virtues even in his youth,
and if, when he comes to manhood, his first ambition is to be beget
ting, he too, you may be sure, will go about in search of the loveli
ness—and never of the ugliness—on which he may beget. And
hence his procreant nature is attracted by a comely body rather
than an ill-favored one, and if, besides, he happens on a soul which
is at once beautiful, distinguished, and agreeable, he is charmed to
find so welcome an alliance. It will be easy for him to talk of virtue
to such a listener, and to discuss what human goodness is and how
the virtuous should live—in short, to undertake the other’s educa
tion.
“‘And, as I believe, by constant association with so much beauty,
and by thinking of his friend when he is present and when he is
away, he will be delivered of the burden he has labored under all
these years. And what is more, he and his friend will help each other
rear the issue of their friendship—and so the bond between them
will be more binding, and their communion even more complete
than that which comes of bringing children up because they have
created something lovelier and less mortal than human seed.
“‘And I ask you, who would not prefer such fatherhood to mere
ly human propagation, if he stopped to think of Homer, and
Hesiod, and all the greatest of our poets? Who would not envy them
their immortal progeny, their claim upon the admiration of poster
ity?
“‘Or think of Lycurgus,’ she went on, ‘and what offspring he left
behind him in his laws, which proved to be the saviors of Sparta
and, perhaps, the whole of Hellas. Or think of the fame of Solon,
the father of Athenian law, and think of all the other names that are
remembered in Grecian cities and in lands beyond the sea for the
noble deeds they did before the eyes of all the world, and for all the
diverse virtues that they fathered. And think of all the shrines that
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have been dedicated to them in memory of their immortal issue,
and tell me if you can think of anyone whose mortal children have
brought him so much fame.
“‘Well now, my dear Socrates, I have no doubt that even you
might be initiated into these, the more elementary mysteries of
Love. But I don’t know whether you could apprehend the final rev
elation, for so far, you know, we are only at the bottom of the true
scale of perfection.
“‘Never mind,’ she went on, ‘I will do all I can to help you
understand, and you must strain every nerve to follow what I’m say
ing.
“‘Well then,’ she began, ‘the candidate for this initiation can
not, if his efforts are to be rewarded, begin too early to devote him
self to the beauties of the body. First of all, if his preceptor instructs
him as he should, he will fall in love with the beauty of one individ
ual body, so that his passion may give life to noble discourse. Next
he must consider how nearly related the beauty of any one body is
to the beauty of any other, when he will see that if he is to devote
himself to loveliness of form it will be absurd to deny that the beau
ty of each and every body is the same. Having reached this point, he
must set himself to be the lover of every lovely body, and bring his
passion for the one into due proportion by deeming it of little or of
no importance.
“‘Next he must grasp that the beauties of the body are as noth
ing to the beauties of the soul, so that wherever he meets with spir
itual loveliness, even in the husk of an unlovely body, he will find it
beautiful enough to fall in love with and to cherish—and beautiful
enough to quicken in his heart a longing for such discourse as tends
toward the building of a noble nature. And from this he will be led
to contemplate the beauty of laws and institutions. And when he dis
covers how nearly every kind of beauty is akin to every other he will
conclude that the beauty of the body is not, after all, of so great
moment.
“‘And next, his attention should be diverted from institutions to
the sciences, so that he may know the beauty of every kind of knowl
edge. And thus, by scanning beauty’s wide horizon, he will be saved
from a slavish and illiberal devotion to the individual loveliness of a
single boy, a single man, or a single institution. And, turning his
eyes toward the open sea of beauty, he will find in such contempla
tion the seed of the most fruitful discourse and the loftiest thought,
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and reap a golden harvest of philosophy, until, confirmed and
strengthened, he will come upon one single form of knowledge, the
knowledge of the beauty I am about to speak of.
“‘And here,’ she said, ‘you must follow me as closely as you can.
Whoever has been initiated so far in the mysteries of Love and has
viewed all these aspects of the beautiful in due succession, is at last
drawing near the final revelation. And now, Socrates, there bursts
upon him that wondrous vision which is the very soul of the beauty
he has toiled so long for. It is an everlasting loveliness which neither
comes nor goes, which neither flowers nor fades, for such beauty is
the same on every hand, the same then as now, here as there, this
way, as that way, the same to every worshiper as it is to every other.
“‘Nor will his vision of the beautiful take the form of a face, or
of hands, or of anything that is of the flesh. It will be neither words,
nor knowledge, nor a something that exists in something else, such
as a living creature, or the earth, or the heavens, or anything that
is—but subsisting of itself and by itself in an eternal oneness, while
every lovely thing partakes of it in such sort that, however much the
parts may wax and wane, it will be neither more nor less, but still the
same inviolable whole.
“‘And so, when his prescribed devotion to boyish beauties has
carried our candidate so far that the universal beauty dawns upon
his inward sight, he is almost within reach of the final revelation.
And this is the way, the only way, he must approach, or be led
toward, the sanctuary of Love. Starting from individual beauties, the
quest for the universal beauty must find him ever mounting the
heavenly ladder, stepping from rung to rung—that is, from one to
two, and from two to every lovely body, from bodily beauty to the
beauty of institutions, from institutions to learning, and from learn
ing in general to the special lore that pertains to nothing but the
beautiful itself—until at last he comes to know what beauty is.
“‘And if, my dear Socrates,’ Diotima went on, ‘man’s life is ever
worth the living, it is when he has attained this vision of the very
soul of beauty. And once you have seen it, you will never be seduced
again by the charm of gold, of dress, of comely boys, or lads just
ripening to manhood; you will care nothing for the beauties that
used to take your breath away and kindle such a longing in you, and
many others like you, Socrates, to be always at the side of the
beloved and feasting your eyes upon him, so that you would be con
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tent, if it were possible, to deny yourself the grosser necessities of
meat and drink, so long as you were with him.
“‘But if it were given to man to gaze on beauty’s very self—unsul
lied, unalloyed, and freed from the mortal taint that haunts the
frailer loveliness of flesh and blood—if, I say, it were given to man
to see the heavenly beauty face to face, would you call his,’ she asked
me, ‘an unenviable life, whose eyes had been opened to the vision,
and who had gazed upon it in true contemplation until it had
become his own forever?
“‘And remember,’ she said, ‘that it is only when he discerns
beauty itself through what makes it visible that a man will be quick
ened with the true, and not the seeming, virtue—for it is virtue’s self
that quickens him, not virtue’s semblance. And when he has
brought forth and reared this perfect virtue, he shall be called the
friend of god, and if ever it is given to man to put on immortality, it
shall be given to him.’
“This, Phaedrus—this, gentlemen—was the doctrine of
Diotima. I was convinced, and in that conviction I try to bring oth
ers to the same creed, and to convince them that, if we are to make
this gift our own, Love will help our mortal nature more than all the
world. And this is why I say that every man of us should worship the
god of Love, and this is why I cultivate and worship all the elements
of Love myself, and bid others do the same. And all my life I shall
pay the power and the might of Love such homage as I can. So you
may call this my eulogy of Love, Phaedrus, if you choose; if not, well,
call it what you like.”
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