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desire, Socrates? Don't you see what an awful state a wild animal is in 
when it wants to reproduce? Footed and winged ani1nals alike, all are 
plagued by the disease of Love. First they are sick for intercourse with 
each other, then for nurturing their young-for their sake the weak
est animals stand ready to do battle against the strongest and even to 
die for them, and they may be racked with famine i11 order to feed their 

5 young. They would do anything for their sake. Human beings, you'd 
think, would do this because they understand the reason for it; but what 

1e9~Tauses wild animals to be in such a state of love? Can you say?" 
.~...i1,1W;,,,:; ... i,-...,;.,,...·And I said again that I didn't know. 
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So she said, "How do you think you'll ever n1aster the art of love, 
if you don't know that?" 

"But that's why I came to you, Diotima, as I Just said. I knew I 
needed a teacher. So tell 1ne what causes this, and everything else that 
belongs to the art of love." 

"If you really believe that Love by its nature aims at what we have 
often agreed it does, then don't be surprised at the answer," she said. 
"For among anin1als the principle is the same as with us, and m.ortal 
nature seeks so far as possible to live forever and be immortal. And 
this is possible in one way only: by reproduction, because it always 
leaves behind a new young one in place of the old. Even while each 
living thing is said to be alive and to be the same-as a person is said 

s to be the same from childhood till he turns into an old man-even 
then he never consists of the same things, though he is called the 
same, but he is always being renewed and in other respects passing 
away, in his hair and flesh and bones and blood and his entire body. 
And it's not just in his body, but in his soul, too, for none of his man
ners, customs, opinions, desires, pleasures, pains, or fears ever remains 
the same, but so111e are coming to be in hin1 while others are passing 
away. And what is still far stranger than that is that not only does one 

s branch of knowledge c0111e to be in us while another passes away and 
that we are never the saine even in respect of our knowledge, but that 
each single piece of knowledge has the sam.e fate. For what we call 
studying exists because knowledge is leaving us, because forgetting is 

s the departure of knowledge, while studying puts back a fresh memory 
in place of what went away, thereby preserving a piece of knowledge, 
so that it seems to be the same. And in that way everything mortal is 
preserved, not, like the divine, by always being the same in every way, 
but because what is departing and aging leaves behind something 
new, something such as it had been. By this device, Socrates," she 
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said, "what is mortal shares in inunortality, whether it is a body or 
anything else, while the in1mortal has another way. So don't be sur
prised if everything naturally values its own offspring, because it is for 
the sake of immortality that everything shows this zeal, which is Love." s 

Yet when I heard her speech I was amazed, and spoke: "Well," said 
I, "Most wise Diot_i1na, is this really the way it is?" 

And in the 111anner of a perfect sophist93 she said, "Be sure of it, 
Socrates. Look, if you will, at how human beings seek honor. You'd 208c 

be amazed at their irrationality, if you didn't have in mind what I 
spoke about and if you hadn't pondered the awful state of love they're 
in, wanting to beco1ne famous and 'to lay up glory inm1ortal forever, '99 s 
and how they're ready to brave any danger for the sake of this, 111uc~1 
more than they are for their children; and they are prepared to spend 
n1oney, suffer through all sorts of ordeals, and even die for the sake of 208d 

glory. Do you really think that Alcestis would have died for Adme-
tus;' she asked, "or that Achilles would have died after Patroclus, or 
that your Codrus would have died so as to preserve the throne for his 
sons, 100 if they hadn't expected the n1emory of their virtue-which s 
we still hold in honor-to be i111n1.ortal? Far :fro111 it," she said. "I be-
lieve that anyone will do anything for the sake of inunortal virtue and 
the glorious fan1e that follows; and the better the people, the 1nore 
they will do, for they are all in love with inunortality. 208e 

"Now, some people are pregnant in body, and for this reason turn 
more to wmnen and pursue love in that way, providing themselves 
through childbirth with immortality and remembrance and happiness, 
as they think, for all tin1e to come; while others are pregnant in s 
soul-because there surely are those who are even more pregnant in 
their souls than in their bodies, and these are pregnant with what is 209a 

fitting for a soul to bear and bring to birth. And what is fitting? Wis-
don1 and the rest of virtue, which all poets beget, as well as all the 
craftsmen who are said to be creative. But by far the greatest and 111ost 5 

beautiful part of wisdom deals with the proper ordering of cities and 
households, and that is called moderation and justice. When someone 

93 See 177b2 note. 
99 Otherwise unknown. 
100 

Codrus was the legendary last king of Athens. He gave his life to satisfy a 
prophecy that promised victory to Athens and salvation from the invading Dori
ans if their king was killed by the enemy. 
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has been pregnant with these in his soul fr0111 early youth, while he is 
still a virgin, and, having arrived at the proper age, desires to beget 
and give birth, he too will certainly go about seeking the beauty in 
which he would beget; for he will never beget in anything ugly. Since 
he is pregnant, then, he is much more drawn to bodies that are beau
tiful than to those that are ugly; and if he also has the luck to find a 
soul that is beautiful and noble and well-formed, he is even more 
drawn to this combination; such a man makes him instantly teem_ 
with speeches about virtue-about the qualities a virtuous man 
should have and the customary activities in which he should engage; 
and so he tries to educate hi111. In n1y view, you see, when he makes 
contact with someone beautiful and keeps c01npany with him, he 
conceives and gives birth to what he has been carrying inside hin1 for 
ages. And whether they are together or apart, he ren1e111bers that 
beauty. And in c01nn1on with him, he nurtures the newborn; such 
people, therefore, have n1uch more to share than do the parents of 
human children, and have a firmer bond of friendship, because the 
children in whmn they have a share are more beautiful and n1ore in1-
n1ortal. Everyone would rather have such children than human ones, 
and would look up to Homer, Hesiod, and the other good poets with 
envy and ad111iration for the offspring they have left behind
offspring, which, because they are immortal themselves, provide their 
parents with i111n1ortal glory and ren1embrance. "For exan1ple," she 
said, "those are the sort of children Lycurgus 101 left behind in Sparta as 
the saviors of Sparta and virtually all of Greece. Among you the 
honor goes to Solon for his creation of your laws.102 Other n1en in 
other places everywhere, Greek or barbarian, have brought a host of 
beautiful deeds into the light and begotten every kind of virtue. Al
ready many shrines have sprung up to honor them for their itnmortal 
children, which hasn't happened yet to anyone for human oflSpring. 

"Even you, Socrates, could probably come to be initiated into 
these rites of love. But as for the purpose of these rites when they are 
done correctly-that is the final and highest mystery, and I don't 
know if you are capable of it. I myself will tell you;' she said, "and I 
won't stint any effort. And you n1ust try to follow if you can." 

101 Lycurgus was supposed to have been the founder of the oligarchic laws and 
stern customs of Sparta. 
102 Approximately 640-560 BCE: Athenian statesman, poet, and founder of the 
Athenian constitution. 
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"A lover who goes about this matter correctly must begin in his 
youth to devote himself to beautiful bodies. First, if the leader 103 leads 
aright, he should love one body and beget beautiful speeches there; 
then he should realize that the beauty of any one body is brother to 
the beauty of any other and that if he is to pursue beauty of form he'd 
be very foolish not to think that the beauty of all bodies is one and the 
same. When he grasps this, he must become a lover of all beautiful 
bodies, and he must think that this wild gaping after just one body is a 
small thing and despise it. 

"After this he must think that the beauty of people's souls is more 
valuable than the beauty of their bodies, so that if son1eone is decent 
in his soul, even though he is scarcely blooming in his body, our lover 
must be content to love and care for hll11 and to seek to give birth to 
such ideas as will 111ake young men better. The result is that our lover 
will be forced to gaze at the beauty of activities and laws and to see 
that all this is akin to itself, with the result that he will think that the 
beauty of bodies is a thing of small in1portance. After custon1s he 
must n1ove on to various kinds of knowledge. The result is that he 
will see the beauty of knowledge and be looking mainly not at beauty 
in a single exa111ple-as a servant would who favored the beauty of a 
little boy or a nian or a single custon1 (being a slave, of course, he's 
low and small-minded)-but the lover is turned to the great sea of 
beauty, and, gazing upon this, he gives birth to many gloriously 
beautiful speeches, in unstinting love of wisdom, tCM until, having grown 
and been strengthened there, he catches sight of such knowledge, and 
it is the knowledge of such beauty .... 

"Try to pay attention to n1e," she said, "as best you can. You see, 
the man who has been thus far guided in matters of Love, who has 
beheld beautiful things in the right order and correctly, is coming 
now to the goal of Loving: all of a sudden he will catch sight of 
something wonderfully beautiful in its nature; that, Socrates, is the 
reason for all his earlier labors: 

"First, it always is and neither con1es to be nor passes away, neither 
wa..'Xes nor wanes. Second, it is not beautiful this way and ugly that way, 
nor beautiful at one time and ugly at another, nor beautiful in relation 
to one thing and ugly in relation to another; nor is it beautiful here 

103 The leader: Love. 

rn-1 I.e., philosophy. 
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but ugly there, as it would be if it were beautiful for some people and 
ugly for others. Nor will the beautiful appear to him in the guise of a 
face or hands or anything else that belongs to the body. It will not ap
pear to hin1 as a speech or a kind of knowledge does. It is not any
where in another thing, as in an animal, or in earth, or in heaven, or 
in anything else, but itself by itself with itself, it is always one in forn1; 
and all the other beautiful things share in that, in such a way that 
when those others c0111e to be or pass away, this does not become the 
least bit smaller or greater nor suffer any change. So when someone 
rises by these stages, through loving boys correctly, and begins to see 
this beauty, he has almost grasped his goal. This is what it is to go 
aright, or be led by another, into the art of Love: one goes always up
wards for the sake of this Beauty, starting out from beautiful things 
and using the1n like rising stairs: from one body to two and from two 
to all beautiful bodies, then from beautiful bodies to beautiful cus
toms, and from customs to learning beautiful things, and fr01n these 
lessons he arrives 105 in the end at this lesson, which is learning of this 
very Beauty, so that in the end he c01nes to know just what it is to be 
beautiful. 

"And there in life, Socrates, my friend," said the woman fr01n 
Mantinea, "there if anywhere should a person live his life, beholding 
that Beauty. If you once see that, it won't occur to you to 1neasure 
beauty by gold or clothing or beautiful boys and youths-who, if you 
see the111 now, strike you out of your senses, and make you, you and 
many others, eager to be with the boys you love and look at them for
ever, if there were any way to do that, forgetting food and drink, 
everything but looking at them and being with them. But how would 
it be, in our view," she said, "if someone got to see the Beautiful it
self, absolute, pure, unmixed, not polluted by human flesh or colors 
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the gods belongs to anyone who has given birth to true virtue and 
nourished it, and if any human being could becmne i1nmortal, it 
would be he." 

This, Phaedrus and the rest of you, was what Diotima told 111e. I 
was persuaded. And once persuaded, I try to persuade others too that 
human nature can find no better workmate for acquiring this than 
Love. That's why I say that every n1an must honor Love, why I honor 
the rites of Love myself and practice them_ with special diligence, and 
why I commend them to others. Now and always I praise the power 
and courage of Love so far as I am able. Consider this speech, then, 
Phaedrus, if you wish, a speech in praise of Love. Or if not, call it 
whatever and however you please to call it. 

Socrates' speech finished to loud applause. Meanwhile, Aristo
phanes was trying to make himself heard over their cheers in order to 
make a response to something Socrates had said about his own 
speech. rn6 Then, all of a sudden, there was even n1ore noise. A large 
drunken party had arrived at the courtyard door and they were rat
tling it loudly, accompanied by the shrieks of some flute-girl they had 
brought along. Agathon at that point called to his slaves: 

"Go see who it is. If it's people we know, invite the111 in. If not, tell 
them the party's over, and we're about to turn in." 

A 1noment later they heard Alcibiades 107 shouting in the courtyard, 
very drunk and very loud. He wanted to know where Agathon was, 
he demanded to see Agathon at once. Actually, he was half carried 
into the house by the flute-girl and by some other cmnpanions of his, 

or any other great nonsense of mortality, but if he could see the di- ioc, C( 205d-e. 

vine Beauty itself in its one form? Do you think it would be a poor 107 Controversial Athenian statesman (452-404 BCE). He was 36 in 416 (the dra

life for a human being to look there and to behold it by that which he matic date of Agathon's party). In 415, during the Peloponnesian War with 
ought, and to be with it? Or haven't you re111embered," she said, "that Sparta, he was appointed joint leader of a daring, perhaps foolhardy, military ex

in that life alone, when he looks at Beauty in the only way that Beauty pedition against Sicily-an expedition he advocated and encouraged before the 

can be seen-only then will it bec0111e possible for him to give birth Athenian ~sem~ly. All~ged to ha~e mutilated st~t~t~s ~f th~ god Hermes and for-
. f · (b l , · l · h · ) b mally charged with havmg parodied the secret m1t:iat1011 ntes of the Eleusynian not to m1ages o virtue ecause 1e s m touc 1 wit no images , ut to . ' 

. . . . . Mysteries, he was recalled to Athens on religious charges. Rather than face these 
true virtue (because he 1s m touch with the true Beauty). The love of accus·u·0 ,15 he , .. e t . t ti s ·t d I l d I fi I · 1 A 1 , " , ·v n ove1 o 1e par ans an 1e pe t 1em g 1t agamst t 1e t 1e-

ios Reading tele11tCsCi at c7. 

nians. In 407, he rejoined the Athenians. He was assassinated in 404 by agents of 
Persia, with whom the Spartans had allied themselves. See Thucydides 5.43-6, 
52-6, 6.8-32, 60-1, 88-93; 7.18; 8.45-89, 97; Plutarch, Life of Alcibiades. 
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