
.,, On Finisfiing PCato's Symposium 

--] onatfian Tuck 

Though my title is "On Finishing Plato's Symposium," it might better be called "On 
Not Finishing Plato's Symposium"--(with "on" meaning both "after" and "about")-- since 
I'm going to claim that it is a particularly difficult book to finish. This is to say not only
that the issues it raises are perennially perplexing, but also that the work itself is an open 
structure of such a kind that it is hard to see what sort of closure or resolution its ending 
could supply. I want mostly to share with you some of my confusions about this. As a 
beginning, perhaps I can sneak up on the ending of the Symposium by telling you a few 
things about the ending of another book which is less familiar to you, but perhaps almost 
as wonderful. 

That book is Il Libra del Cortegiano, The Book of the Courtier, written in about 1528 
by a man named Baldassare Castiglione. It is a dialogue, set in the court of Urbino· at 
a time when that small Italian city-state was in full flower. The court we see-~· and we 
may hope that there is some truth in the picture-- is a witty, genteel gathering of 
noblemen and ladies, courtiers and men of letters, presided over with gentle authority by 
the Duchess Elisabetta of Urbino. As a recreation after supper, it is proposed that those 
present speak in turn of the qualities that a perfect courtier must have. As it turns out, 
that endeavor extends over four evenings and a great variety of topics. Much of the 
courtier's perfection is not specific to his social role as we might narrowly conceive of 
it; he must have many of the virtues of the ideal Prince, or even of the ideal man; he 
must be a man for all seasons or, as the cliche goes, a "Renaissance Man." Certainly he 
must be educated in all the activities that are helpful to soldiers and statesmen: both the 
"gymnastic" arts like riding, hunting and swordsmanship, and the "musical" studies of 
literature, singing, dancing, and graceful conversation. He must possess all the natural 
virtues and all the acquired graces of civility. These requirements may seem rather 
general, but the various speakers often enter into minute details, such as whether the 
Courtier should pronounce certain words in a Tuscan dialect, or which musical 
instruments he should play. (The wind instruments will make his face look ugly.) The 
conversation lingers, for example, on the subject of what sort of jokes a Courtier should 
tell-- and we are treated to the telling, with gusto, of many specimens of the sort he 
should not tell! Two principles are paramount: First, this perfect Courtier-- or Court 
Lady, for she too receives a lengthy scrutiny-- must never seem to expend effort in the 
graceful mastery of all the appropriate activities. The Courtier is himself a work of art, 
as it were, and the best thing for him is to use art in order to conceal its use: to cultivate 
a kind of nonchalance, a sprezzatura or casual disdain, a leisured equilibrium that 
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distinguishes the Courtier's skill from the vulgar strivings of the professional. 

The second principle is that the Courtier should be a lover. Or should he? For the 
various participants disagree. It is well into the fourth night of conversation, and Signor 
Ottaviano Fregoso has just told eloquently of what virtuous counsel a Courtier must give 
to his prince. But if he is to be thus wise and mature of judgment, it almost seems that 
our Courtier must be an old man, and learned-- even a philosopher like Aristotle or Plato. 
And if so, than it is not fitting or dignified for him to be in love. Indeed the freedom 
from love's . compulsion is not only an advantage but a blessing. At this point, Pietro 
Bembo speaks up-- Bembo, the shrewd and brilliant Venetian humanist, certainly the most 
learned· person present. Bembo undertakes to show that old men can and should be 
lovers, but first he must say what love itself is; The speech which ensues is probably the 
most famous and popular exposition of Italian Neoplatonism, springing from the 
Florentine Academy of Marsilio Ficino, the most erudite and subtle of all commentators 
on Plato's Symposium. Love, says Bembo, is a desire for beauty. But the beautiful and 
the good are necessarily one, born of God and transcending the particular attachment to 
the physical beauties of individuals. Indeed the best lover will mount the steps of a 
ladder, from the beauties of sense to those of the intellect, from the many to the one, the 
true angelic beauty-- Beauty Itself-- passing beyond what is rationally expressible and 
merging finally into the divine forever. 

Having spoken thus far with such vehemence that he seemed almost trans
ported and beside himself, Bembo remained silent and still, keeping his 
eyes turned toward heaven, as if in a daze; when signora Emilia, who with 
the others had been listening to his discourse most attentively, plucked him 
by the hem of his robe and, shaking him a little, said: "Take care, messer 
Pietro, that with these thoughts your soul, too, does not forsake your body. 11 

"Madam, 11 replied messer Pietro, "that would not be the first miracle 
Love has wrought in me. " 

Then the Duchess and all the others began urging Bembo once more to 
go on with his discourse: and everyone seemed almost to feel in his mind a 
certain spark of the divine love that had inspired the speaker, and all wished 
to hear more; but Bembo added: "Gentlemen, I have uttered what the holy 
frenzy of love dictated to me at the moment. But now that it seems to inspire 
me no longer, I should not know what to say: and I think that Love is not 
willing that its secrets be revealed any further, or that the Courtier should 
pass beyond that rung of the ladder to which he has been willing to have me 
show him; therefore it is perhaps not permitted to speak further of this matter." 

[The Book of the Courtier, tr. Charles Singleton, p. 357 .] 
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At this point we get a little bit-~ a ~ little bit-- of comic byplay between the feminist 
and the misogynist of the group: Can women rise to this same height in their loving: 
The Duchess intervenes: 

Signor Gasparo was on the point of replying, but the Duchess sai<;l: "Let 
messer Pietro Bembo be the judge of that, and let us abide by his decision 
whether or not women are as capable of divine love as men. But, as the 
dispute between you might be too long, it will be well to postpone it until 
tomorrow." · ' 

"Nay, until this evening," said messer Cesare Gonzaga. 
"How, this evening?" said the Duchess. 
Mes~er Cesare replied: "Because it is already day"; and he showed her 

the 1 ight that was beginning to come in through the cracks at the windows. 
Then everyone rose to his feet in great surprise because it did not seem 

that the discussion had lasted longer than usual; but because it was begun 
much later, and, because of its delightfulness, it haci so beguiled the company 
that they had taken no notice of the passing of the hours; nor was there any
one who felt the heaviness of sleep upon his eyes, which happens almost 
always when we stay up beyond the accustomed bedtime hour. Then the 
windows were opened on the side of the palace that looks toward the lofty 
peak of Mount Catria, where they saw that a beautiful rosy dawn had already 
come into the east, and that all the stars had disappeared except the sweet 
mistress of the heaven of Venus that holds the border between night and day; 
from which a soft breeze seemed to come that filled the air with a brisk cool
ness and began to awaken sweet concerts of joyous birds in the murmuring 
forests of the nearby hills. 

[p.359] 

And there, in effect, the dialogue leaves us. Bembo's discourse takes only about twenty 
pages in a hook of over three hundred; but all the other speeches, no matter how valuable 
and memorable in themselves, must seem to us now to be somehow subsumed into 
Bembo' s vision of the ladder of love. This is Castiglione' s Symposium, and his imitative 
homage to Plato tells us quite plainly how he reads the older book. But as I shall argue, 
Castiglione is not alone. 

When we turn to Plato's Symposium, we can see a significant formal difference. 
Socrates' and Diotima's speech in praise of love ends loftily at, or near, the top rung of 
the ladder of love, where the true best lover may look upon Beauty itself, pure, unmixed, 
"not infected with human flesh and colors and much other mortal nonsense"; where he 
may beget true arete and win the friendship of the god. The speech ends here, but there 
still remains folly one-fifth of the dialogue called Symposium-- and this, I think, demands 
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an explanation. Plato's dialogues may or may not end in philosophic irresolution, but we 
have ample evidence that Plato is capable of giving them a powerful sense of rhetorical 
closure-- Take for example the endings of the Republic and the Phaedo. Clearly the 
Symposium ends as it does, not through some authorial inadvertence, but by choice. This 
is to say that by not ending with Socrates' speech, the dialogue deliberately passes up an 
opportunity for the kind of sublimity and powerful generality that we saw at the end of 
The Book of the Courtier. 

Let's consider what the implication would be if the Symposium did end with Socrates' 
speech. How might the denouement of the dialogue read? The other guests, suitably 
dazzled, fall sil~nt for a brief space as Socrates finishes speaking. Perhaps the ardent, 
boyish Agathon cannot restrain himself longer: He bursts out in enthusiastic praise of the 
poem that Socrates has made; at least, that is what he calls. it, and Socrates does not 
demur. Aristophanes contributes a brief quip to release tension, perhaps a jab at his usual 
butt, the doctor Eryximachus, who points out in his reply that the dawn is breaking; they 

. have talked all night. Wonder seizes the participants, and as the sun, visible emblem of 
the Good, pours its effluence through the drawn-back curtains, the camera moves back 
and the music comes up. We, the audience, are left as privileged observers of a kosmos 
whose orderliness provides the ground and the validation of Socrates' discourse. The 
effect of such a conclusion would be clear: We would feel strongly--or perhaps I should 
say even more strongly, since many readers already feel this way-- that Socrates' version 
of love is the true one, the valuable core of meaning that the dialogue seeks to commend 
to us. And if so, what part would we say that the other speeches play? Surely they are 
not merely ornamental, or "dramatic foils," whatever that phrase might mean. Rather 
they must somehow be proleptic--dramatic foreshadowings, visions through a glass darkly 
of the truth that Socrates brings to light. This reading would give a very ·satisfying 
structural analogue, in the dialogue's form, to the ladder of progressively increasing 
vision and fulfillment that is, in this reading, the central matter of the dialogue. 

As putative evidence in favor of this way of reading, we do in fact find very many 
points of correspondence between each of the five preceding speeches and the speech of 
Socrates. Let me enumerate a few. Phaedrus says that Love is the cause of our greatest 
human benefits, a motive for noble behavior and a means to the favor of the gods. 
Socrates would surely agree with this formulation, as far as it goes. In the next speech, 
Pausanias appears, at least, to be distinguishing between the shameful, "popular" love he 
calls paiderastia --pederasty, love of young boys-- and the nobler, "heavenly" love he 
associates with philosophia and other pursuits of excellence. He also gives a version of 
Diotima's myth of Pores and Penia: The rich resources of the older, wiser lover supply 
thepoverty of the youthful beloved, who has only his beauty to offer. What we may think 
of the real motives or the larger purpose of Pausanias is quite another question; I only 
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want to suggest that dramatically, he too is foreshadowing S~crates after a fashion, 
introducing themes and images that Socrates will employ later. The case of Eryximachus 
is clearer. In treating eros as a kind of harmony by which the cosmos is ordered, he 
generalizes it into a physical principie that can be used to describe any motion toward an 
object or goal. Socrates, similarly, would have us think that the word "love" is only very 
partially applied to the romantic relationship between two people. Just as the word 

"poetry" should be used to denote any act of making or generation, so should the word 
"love" point to the common activity of pursuing a goal, some real or apparent good 
which awakens desire. 

I shall presently argue that the speech of Aristophanes is in its tendency the most 
hostile to the cl~ims of Socr~tes and Diotima; yet even here we can find a few points of 
contact. Aristophanes pictures each of us as a half-person, left incomplete by a past act 
of rebellion against the gods. This is a forceful way of showing that love is of what one 
lacks, just as Socrates also emphasizes. In another dialogue perhaps we could imagine 
Socrates using something like Aristophanes' myth of the half-human as an image of our 
relation to the eide: We find ourselves born incomplete-- That which is most of value 
to us and which will make us happy is not within us but elsewhere. But we have a 
memory of it-- perhaps an ancestral memory, or one from a former lifetime-- which may 
serve to bring us to what we seek. The difference, of course, is that the thing sought for 
is not, in Socrates' account, another person. 

The tragic poet Agathon's rhapsodic tribute to love begins with a distinction: Others 
have spoken of the acts and benefactions of the love-god; he, Agathon, will first address 
what sort of being the god is. Here is a conspicuous point of correspondence with the 
discourse of Socrates, 'Yho congratulates Agathon on these opening words at the start of 
his own devastating cross-examination. Apart from their beginnings, Agathon and 
Socrates have other common ground. Agathon claims that Eros is a poet himself and the 
cause of poetry in others: Everyone, touched by love, becomes poetic, even if unmusical 
before. He goes on to say: 

And indeed, who will deny that the making [poiesis] of all living things is 
Love's wisdom, by which all creatures are begotten and come to be? Again, 
do we not know that in the workmanship of the arts [technai], the man whose 
teacher this god is becomes well reputed and famous, while the man whom 
Eros does not touch is obscure? 

(197A) 

Agathon appeals here to the generalized notion of "poetry," just as Eryximachus 
generalized "love." Socrates agrees with both men, though he goes beyond either of 
them in broadening both worqs and linking them together. Perhaps here, if anywhere, 
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we could look for a truce in the war between Philosophy and Poetry that is one of the 
implicit themes of the dialogue. But of this, more later. 

So far we've seen that each of the first five speeches does proleptically participate, to use 
a pregnant word, in the larger whole that is Diotima' s presentation by way of Socrates. 
But of course a foreshadowing is still shadowy, and the points of similarity I've 
enumerated give only an inkling of what is to come. In my thought experiment, the 
speech of Socrates concluded the dialogue by commendin'g to ~s a true and universal 
account of a hierarchy of value in human activities. By means of love we engage in these 
different activities, since love in its broadest sense steers every action; but more 
importantly we learn by means of love to redirect our actions. We learn by loving; but 
what we learn is to love learning to love, until we apprehend the last best object of our 
love and, by apprehending, attain it. The first five accounts fall short of recognizing this 
truth because they are partial, in two senses of the word. They do not include enough, 
but also they are not impartial-- Each speaker is limited by his narrower vision. For 
example, each of the five shows a kind of guild solidarity, a commitment to other 
sophists, lawyers, doctors, comedians or tragedians. Each speaker is also characterized-
some of them rather fully-- so that we get a vivid sense of the fussy, humorless 
Eryximachus or the shrewd sensualist Pausanias. Their several apprehensions of love are 
tainted by the merely personal; but the theme of Socrates' discourse is that the merely 
personal is exactly what we must get beyond. Recall this exchange: Agathon says," I 
cannot refute you, Socrates; let it be so." And Socrates replies, "It is the truth, dear 
Agathon, that you cannot refute; it is no great matter to refute Socrates." Implicitly 
Socrates claims a higher validation for his assertions, higher than his personal authority 
or even the authority of the mysterious Diotima, who as her significant name implies is 
probably not a person at all. Socrates characterizes the love of a single person or a single 
activity as a "mean, petty enslavement." Nor is he limited by any guild loyalty to his 
"trade" of philosophy, for philosophy is not a trade at all. Rather it is the paradigmatic 
human activity. It is true that some of the earlier speakers, especially Eryximachus and 
Agathon, seem to make analogous claims for their own trades; but in our hypothetical 
dialogue Socrates preempts their titles precisely ~ coming last. He. leads us to a height 
from which we may survey the ground we have traversed; and like Dante in Paradise we 
look back down on this vile threshing-floor, the earth, and smile in gentle contempt. 

Thus if we imagine a Symposium which ends as Castiglione's book does, the action 
of the whole dialogue is in the direction of transcending what is merely personal. The 
earlier speeches, the incidental comic episodes of the drinking party itself, the special 
radiant glamor of the occasion even as recounted many years later-- All these are 
inklings, fruitful contrasts that prepare us for our eventual enlightenment. One particular 
incident from the earlier part of the dialogue now assumes added importance: 
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Aristodemus arrives at Agathon's house to find that he has left his companion Socrates 
behind. For Socrates has withdrawn into a neighboring porch and stands there, unwilling 
to go inside eveff at the invitation of Agathon' s servant. (In the completed dialogue 
which we have, of course, Alcibiades recounts· a similar occasion during the campaign 
to Potidaea.) This kind of abstractedness suggests Socrates' peculiar relation to the 
corporeal world. We may plausibly assume that in such fits of ecstasy-- ekstasis, 
11 standing outside 11 himself--Socrates contemplates the higher objects of human love. 
From such a height there is a marked descent into the pleasantries of the drinking party. 
Socrates' ironic disclaimers of wisdom must seem very disingenuous when he hopes to 
be filled, like an empty vessel, with Agathon' s wisdom-- which he says is much brighter 
and more potef\t than his own, paltry and wavering as a dream. In fact the Socrates who 
delivers the ext~nded discourse is more assertive than questioning, and the form of his 
speech suggests that his wisdom can be transmitted whole, by contact, as a teaching or 
a religious initiation. It does not waver, though we may waver before it. Only in his 
brief but trenchant examination of Agathon does Socrates here resemble the "torpedo 
fish" of many other dialogues. Otherwise, emulating his five predecessors, he discards 
the treacherous fluidity of conversation and gives a lengthy exposition, which perhaps his 
hearers can simply assimilate from him as he did from Diotima. 

The dialogue I've been describing is not the one that Plato wrote, but perhaps the 
description was worth the effort; for I claim that this non-existent dialogue is nonetheless 
present as a rejected possibility within the work we do have. Or to put it more strongly, 
the dialogue that ends with Socrates' speech is precisely and conspicuously the one that 
Plato avoided writing. Instead he jostles us abruptly from the sublime to the ridiculous, 
as the drunken Alcibiades bursts into the party. (I intend to suggest later that this 
characterization, "from the sublime to the ridiculous," may be quite misleading. But for 
the moment, let it stand.) In a number of ways, Alcibiades' arrival signals the exact 
reversal of the norms of the little · kosmos over which Socrates had been effectively 
presiding at the time of the interruption. The initial decision to send away the flute girl 
is the first to be reversed; the notes of another flute girl are he.ard, along with other 
noises of revelry. Next to go is the agreement to drink only moderately, and then 
Alcibiades disarranges the seating order to which our attention was so pointedly called 
by Socrates when he first came in. 

By sitting down between Socrates and Agathon, Alcibiades seems to disrupt a· 
pedagogical relationship of great significance in the foregoing part of the dialogue. 
Agathon was celebrating the victory of his tragedy, but in this evening's contest the prize 
has gone to Socrates. But we cannot simply regard Socrates' victory as a rejection of 
Agathon and of the claims he makes for eros and poetry. After taking great pains to 
interrogate Agathon about these claims, Socrates pointedly casts himself in the role of 
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Agathon, putting the young tragedian's erstwhile errors into his own youthful mouth as 
he describes his own correction at the hands of Diotima. We might suppose that the 
education of Agathon was the purpose that called Socrates to descend from his 
philosophic ecstasy into the shadow world of the drinking party. This purpose Alcibiades 
seems to frustrate, symbolically by interposing himself between the younger man and the 
older, but more importantly by shifting the conversation back into the· realm of the · 
personal. What was once the praise of love becomes the praise of the praisers, first 
Socrates but then conceivably others, as we gather from the by-play that follows 
Alcibiades' speech. Although Socrates displays embarrassment for good and obvious 
reasons, his unwillingness to be praised may also bespeak a concern for Agathon's 
welfare: He has just been at pains to tell Agathon that it is the truth, not Socrates, that 
cannot be refuted. It is a form of slavery for the· student to depend upon that particular 
teacher from whom, or in whose presence, he receives enlightenment. 

How do we as readers cope with the eruption of Alcibiades into the ordered sublimity 
of Socrates' school of love? We might think that the pra~se of Socrates which follows, 
though broadly ironic at times, gives added authority to his teaching. Even Alcibiades, 
beautiful, brilliant and dissolute, is forced to pay a kind of homage to the teacher. It was 
not an accident that Diotima's portrait of Eros resembles Socrates himself in Alcibiades' 
portrayal; both these descriptions contribute to the raising of Socrates to a mythic status. 
According to this way of reading, then, the strategy of the dialogue is to glamorize the 
man above all, and his teaching as a consequence. In fact, the whole occasion is made 
illustrious by its remoteness in times from the act of recounting it. There were giants in 
the earth in those days, before Agathon left town for good,' before the treason of 
Alcibiades and the disasters in Sicily, back when Athens could still regard itself with 
some justification as the school of Hellas. And Socrates is the schoolmaster. As 
Alcibiades makes clear, he loves beauty without extravagance and wisdom without 
softness, in the words of Pericles; and he can even drink wine, lots of it, without 
inebriation. He is a man for all seasons; his claim of expertise on the subject of eros 
becomes , as eros is generalized, a justified claim of omnicompetence. And we, who 
survive in these degenerate days, are left to wonder at him. 

But we should be disquieted by this reading, if we hope by the heroic apotheosis of 
Socrates to give greater weight and authority to the teaching he expounds. Even leaving 
aside for a minute that teaching's argument against arguments from authority, if we are 
to give credence to what is said because of the authoritative stature of the man who says 
it, ought we not to worry that this praise of Socrates comes out of Alcibiades' mouth? 
And isn't it alarming that he seems at times to have a very crude if not actually mistaken 
sense of who Socrates is? We will be forced to say that Alcibiades spoke better than he 
knew, while Socrates, also ironically, minimized his own powers unjustly in referring his 
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own teachings to the authority of some fictive Diotima. And again, if we depend at all 
on the figure of Socrates to validate the teaching of Socrates, th~t teaching is vitiated: we 
are in the realm of the personal, and the doctrine that lived by the personal power of the 
man Socrates may also die with him. This same dilemma goes far toward making the 
Phaedo one of the most problematic of the Platonic dialogues. ·To the extent that the 
narrative resembles a saint's life, the very reasons for canonization are paradoxically 
called into question. 

Let's entertain, for a moment, another possible response to the speech of Alcibiades. 
Instead of supporting the Socratic teaching about love, perhaps Alcibiades in effect 
undercuts it. Superficially he can do this just by being who he is: Alcibiades, the 
paradigm of the· corrupted youth, the alleged desecrator of sacred images, future turncoat, 
a· byword for license and extravagance. Furthermore, his view of Socrates is complex 
and disquieting, planting seeds of distrust and cynicism in us. Lavish but barbed praise 
is mingled with implications that Socrates has occult powers of which we should beware. 
Even if this is no more than cheerful irreverence, it effectively breaks the former mood 
of high philosophic transport. Socrates is an object of wonder, but also a slightly 
grotesque figure of comedy. Along the same lines we get a first-hand view of Alcibiades' 
effect on the tone of the gathering-- Doesn't it presage the fate of all such attempts at 
transcendence, possibly including the fall of Athens itself? If we are radical Platonists 
and humorless readers, Alcibiades is an unwelcome irritant; because we are virtuous there 
shall be no cakes and ale. But even if we enjoy the revelry that he brings, our more 
measured evaluation might be that there has been a fall from grace somehow-- or more 
seriously yet, that the seriousness of the gathering was suspect from the start. Were these 
ribald boozers ever worthy of Socrates and his invitation to raise our sights, out of the 
muck of corporeality? And what about us-- If we've been chuckling at Alcibiades all the 
while, mustn't we now pass judgment on ourselves? Perhaps no one is ready for the 
message of Socrates, or at least the later, more ethereal part of it. Or perhaps the 
message itself is thereby flawed. 

The contrast between the sublimity of Socrates' discourse and the festive ribaldry of 
Alcibiades poses these problems for our sympathies because it juxtaposes high and low, 
noble and base, beautiful and grotesque, general and particular, .speculative and sensual. 
We can see these same dualisms at work within Alcibiades' account of the man Socrates. 
As a Silenus he is base and repellent on the outside but full of precious and attractive 
things on the inside. The other eikon, of Marsyas the satyr, reverses this relationship: 
The siren-like piping of Socrates is superficially alluring but actually a call to a high and 
uncomfortable, even forbidding, way ofliving. There is a similar paradox in Alcibiades' 
portrayal of Socrates as erotic. The account of the younger man's attempted seduction 
seems to give us a Socrates who is outwardly sportive but truly and inwardly chaste-- a 
teaser, as it were, though perhaps without intending it. On the other hand, much of 
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Alcibiades' jesting at Socrates' expense depends on exposing this outwardly sober 
philosopher as actually motivated only by his penchant for a pretty face. Socrates himself 
actually contributes to this impression by willingly participating in some of the bitchiness 
and banter before and after Alcibiades' discourse. So the contradiction is replicated just 
in the appearance, and replicated again just on the inside, at least according to Alcibiades. 
All these are paradoxes referring to the person of Socrates, but as we have seen, the same 
kind of paradox seems to complicate the issue of Socrates' person versus Socrates' 
teaching. It is not clear whether the concluding focus on the man represents a descent 
or an apotheosis. 

Because as\eaders we find our responses suspended between these two poles, we 
should not be entirely surprised by the way the dialogue concludes. 

So Agathon was getting up in order to seat himself by Socrates, when sud
denly a great crowd of revellers arrived at the door, which they found just 
opened for some one who was going out. They marched straight into the 
party and seated themselves: the whole place was in an uproar and, losing 
all order, they were forced to drink a vast amount of wine. Then, as Aristo
demus related, Eryximachus, Phaedrus, and some others took their leave and 
departed; while he himself fell asleep, and slumbered a great while, for the 
nights were long. He awoke towards dawn, as the cocks were crowing; and 
immediately he saw that all the company were either sleeping or gone, except 
Agathon, Aristophanes, and Socrates, who alone remained awake and were 
drinking out of a large vessel, from left to right; and Socrates was arguing 
with them. As to most of the talk, Aristodemus had no recollectio11, for he 
had missed the beginning and was also rather drowsy; but the substance of 
it was, he said, that Socrates was driving them to the admission that the same 
man could have the knowledge required for writing comedy and tragedy--
that the fully skilled tragedian could be a comedian as well. While they were 
being driven to this, and were but feebly following it, they began to nod; 
first Aristophanes dropped into a slumber, and then, as day began to dawn, 
Agathon also. When Socrates had seen them comfortable, he rose and went 
away-- followed in the usual manner by my friend; on arriving at the Lyceum, 
he washed himself, and then spent the rest of the day in his ordinary fashion; 
and so, when the day was done, he went home for the evening and reposed. 

(222B-223D) 

Socrates, who embraces and subsumes contradictions within himself, is shown framed 
symmetrically by a tragedian aqd a comedian, each presumably making a claim of 
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exclusivity. (We are reminded of the vocational chauvinism that the early speakers of the 
dialogue displayed.) Our surrogate in the scene is Aristodemus; we have to suspect 
ourselves of having nodded off and missed something. What is the relationship between 
the philosophic issues that the dialogue has posed and this assertion about tragedies and 
comedies? We are left with this question. And Socrates having succeeded in posing yet 
another uncomfortable problem for us, walks calmly out of the dialogue and into the 
world. 

The relevance of Socrates' last argument may depend on how we take "tragedy" and 
"comedy, ti wha~ associations we make with these terms. I have no wish to define either 
of them; in most post-Aristotelian discussions of tragedy, in particular, the urge to define 
is symptomatic of a touching but doomed faith in the power of legislation in criticism. 
But perhaps we can think out loud for a minute, not about tragedy itself or comedy itself, 
but about the use of them as a pair. When they are put together and set off in opposition, 
it is usually because, roughly speaking, tragedies tend to end badly and comedies tend to 
end well, tragedies in deaths and the fall of princes, and comedies in marriages and the 
reappearance of lost children, tragedies in social disintegration and comedies in the festive 
creation or restoration of a just city, tragedies in the recognition that we are hemmed in 
by harsh necessity and comedies in the gratification of our deepest desires. It is in some 
such way that Dante can entitle his poem Com media. (The ti divine ti part, by the way, 
was a later addition.) Let us ignore for a moment the inconvenient fact that much of the 
surviving corpus of Greek tragedy calls this way of distinguishing genres into question; 
we have at least the authority of Aristotle that a tragic mythos or plot should present a 
change of fortune from better to worse (1453al5). Presumably Aristotle's lost treatise 
on comedy would flesh out this distinction by claiming that comedy is or ought to be 
eucatastrophic-- that is, should have a happy ending. But I think that for this passage in 
the Symposium we need a somewhat more complex view of the difference between 
tragedies and comedies. Aristotle does remark in the surviving part of the Poetics that 
tragedies represent men as better than they actually are, comedies as worse (1449a31). 
To this we may add a social distinction: Tragic characters are aristocrats and comic 
characters are low-born, even ludicrous and defective (l 449a31). Rhetorically speaking, 
·a tragedy should be in the high literary style, avoiding crude everyday words or 
colloquialisms; comedy, on the other hand, should suit its style and diction to its lowly 
characters. Trying to pull even more out of Aristotle, we might be led to wonder what 
the opposite of "catharsis" is; if he associates tragedy with a kind of purgation or 
purification, would he be willing to say that comedy soils or taints us somehow? Or 
would he claim, rather, that comedy brings about the catharsis of a different set of 
pathemata or affections? 
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While I want to retain the Aristotelian emphasis on the social distinction between 
tragedy and comedy, I particularly want to avoid a notion of comedy as exclusively 
satirical or aggressively moralistic. It seems better to think instead of the high 
Shakespearean comedies, with their final atmosphere of festive reconciliation and 
forgiveness. If comic plots do poke fun at human foibles, they also seem in a certain 
way to license them, or to extend to them a kind of charity. If a victim or scapegoat is 
excluded or driven out at the end-- a Malvolio, a Shylock or.a Jacques-- it is because he 
has shown a snobbish or mean-minded intolerance of the human failings of others. As 
an audience, we are invited to consider and accept our own ~rdinary limitations and to 
forgive ourselves; it may be that forgiveness is the high comic analogue to purgation. 
If laughter is a mark which distinguishes our response to comedies, it should be laughter 
with others at least as much as laughter at them, perhaps a laughter of wonder or of 
innocent pleasure, but not merely the laughter defined by Hobbes as "sudden glory." It 
might take an extensive critical wrestle with the works of the real Aristophanes for me 
to be able to ground this notion of comedy in actual Athenian practice; but I am hoping 
that the Symposium itself will eventually provide me with some justification for 
introducing it. 

Now if we apply these large, complexified terms, "tragedy" and "comedy," to what 
has been happening in the Symposium, possibilities and questions abound. Aristophanes 
the comedian and Agathon the tragedian have both given their own speeches, which at 
first encounter seem appropriate to their callings. The myth Aristophanes tells certainly 
contains grotesque and laughable elements, as well as the possibility of a final comic 
reconciliation; while Agathon's speech is "tragic" in the rhetorical and stylistic sense: 
self-consciously lofty and refined, in the style of Gorgias, as Socrates points out. (We 
know by the way, that Plato is willing to use the word "tragic" in this limited sense. At 
Meno 76E, to give one example, Socrates mocks his own definition of color "in the 
manner of Gorgias" as "an effluence of figure commensurable with vision and 
perceptible." He says of this definition, "It is a tragic [i.e., high-flown] answer, Meno--
tragike gar estin. o Menon. he apokrisis -- and so it pleases you more than the one about 
figure.") 

So far, so good. It seems on this showing that our comedian has spoken comically 
and our tragedian tragically. But unfortunately the opposite ·pairing seems equally 
justified: The pathos of Aristophanes' story lies not only in our given human sense of 
incompleteness but also in our limited ability to find wholeness and peace in another. 
The offer of Hephaistos to weld the lovers together is mentioned only in a hypothetical 
case; it is not a real option for us. Finally we are left tragically alone, at the mercy of 
the gods and of necessity. Meanwhile, Agathon's speech, for all its posturing and claims 
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of high seriousness, might to an attentive ear have the ring of inadvertent self-parody. 
The pretensions of .the speech are effectively punctured by Socrates in his response. Our 
final judgment might be that the speech is comically inadequate, even though we are filled 
with good will and forgiveness for the boyish poet who makes it'. Adding it up, each of 
the two speeches seems to authorize a "tragic" or a "comic" reading in itself; this 
ambiguity gives us a preliminary illustration of the truth of the claim that the same man 
can ~rite both tragedies and comedies. 

I have noted that the two poets are finally posed symmetrically around the enigmatic 
Socrates, the walking paradox. It might seem that the two speeches can find some 
reconciliation with each other in Socrates' discourse. It is noticeable that Socrates makes 
use of each speech in order to refute the other. In his interrogation of Agathon, for 
example,. he stresses the relational aspect of love: Love is of something, something 
which is lacking. Therefore love cannot be good in· itself. A lover is a lover precisely 
because he is incomplete-"" We are forcibly reminded of Aristophanes. But Socrates, 
through words he attributes to Diotima, later turns on his erstwhile ally: 

"And certainly there runs a story," she continued, that all who go seeking 
their other half are in love; though by my account love is neither for half 
nor for whole, unless, of course, my friend, this happens to be something 
good. For men are prepared to have their own feet and hands cut off if they 
feel these belongings to be harmful. The fact is, I suppose, that each person 
does not cherish what is his own, unless someone should say that the good 
is what is familiar and one's own, and what is bad is what belongs to another. 
For there is nothing else that men love except the good." 

(205E) 

Here the emphasis is not on the love relation, but on the love object as definitive of love; 
we might almost say, not on the lover but on the beloved (Cp. 204C2). And to say that 
the good is the only object of love is to remind us that, speaking figuratively, eros 
"confers benefits" and "fosters virtues"-- just as Agathon claimed. It is noteworthy that 
Socrates disagrees so explicitly with the comical-tragical-mythological logos of 
Aristophanes; for in principle as well as affectively Aristophanes is the greatest threat to 
Socrates' own argument. (I have observed, for ·example, that many freshman seminars 
have sought to promote Aristophanes' story at Socrates' expense.) Both men recognize 
that human beings are seekers-- but what are we to seek? Will we find happiness in what 
is our own, somehow familar even if never glimpsed before? This would give our search 
the pathos of a homecoming and would validate our present pas'siions and frailties, 
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bathing them in a universal, calm charity. Or can we be happy only in striving for what 
is other, self-subsistent, needing neither us nor anyone? This sounds sublime, but also 
solitary and hazardous. There is a high mythic drama about both of these quests; but one 
seems to make too small a concession to human frailty while the other might seem to 
concede too much. 

By using each of the playwrights as ammunition against the other, Socrates stakes out 
a larger, more inclusive position. Now it is Socrates who can write both tragedy and 
comedy, and both at the same time, though not perhaps in the same respect. Perhaps we 
can see this dualism not just in his response to his two immediate predecessors, but also 
in a more gen.era! difficulty about our response to his argument: Which are we to 
emphasize in Sdcrates' doctrine, the union o.f high and low springing from the generality 
of eros, or the hierarchical ranking of love objects which demands that we forsake the 
less good for the better? It is often objected against Socrates (especially by the young) 
that relationships between individual people are not sufficiently valued, since the merely 
personal kind of love is supposed to point beyond itself. But with equal justice we could 
shift the emphasis and rejoice that the ladder does have a bottom rung, that ordinary 
human passions and experiences can find some place in the search for what is really 
valuable. Each of these two ways of reading will find some justification in Diotima's 
discourse. The "tragic" reading emphasizes the lofty, the noble, the purgative, and 
implies that human fulfillment may not be possible in this world. The ti comic ti reading 
heals us and makes us whole by containing and validating all forms of human activity, 
from the bodily begetting of children up to the rapturous gaze upon Beauty itself. But 
here a Platonist might object that we have our categories mixed up: The lofty reading 
is the comic reading, for it alone can have a genuinely happy ending: immortality and the 
friendship of the god. (Dante would say this, I think.) If so, then the more holistic, 
earthier reading represents a failure to choose right objects for loving, or perhaps even 
a hubristic attempt to remake the good in our own image, to assimilate the divine to the 
human. If we heed this objection and reallocate the words "tragic" and "comic" 
accordingly, we must make an adjustment of emphasis in the way we read the speech of 
Socrates; but it's striking that the same dichotomies still apply to the speech, even when 
the. two terms are transposed. The same man can make both tragedies and comedies-
This principle persists, even though, embarrassingly, we are not too sure which of the 
two he is making at any given time. 

We have seen that it's possible to take Socrates' final, cryptic argument as a 
programmatic or organizing statement about the structure of several parts of the dialogue. 
We applied it in turn to the speeches of Aristophanes, of Agathon, and of Socrates in 
subsuming the first two. And the same remark about tragedies and comedies also seems 
to pertain to the problematic relationship we saw between Socrates' speech and that of 
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Alcibiades. A Platonist reading would consider Socrates' description of the ladder not 
only as the climax of the work (Hellenists, please pardon the pun), but also as the 
valuable core of meaning for whose sake the dialogue is written. The remaining or 
Alcibiadic portion of the dialogue would then probably have to be considered as a kind 
of betray! or a tragic fall from good fortune into evil. But an "anti-Platonist" reading 
would hold that entrance of Alcibiades signals the comic reassertion of the value of 
earthly and even of earthy things, along with a comprehensive offer of benediction and 
forgiveness for human beings, who cannot stay at the height to which Diotima calls us. 

As things now stand, the man who can write both tragedies and comedies is not· 
Socrates but Plato himself, subsuming all the previous oppositions into the felt coherence 
of the whole dialogue. I say that Plato is this man, but you may be tempted to accuse 
me of attributing to him tragicomedies and comitragedies that I myself have made. Has 
this critical enterprise grown too perversely permissive? It is certainly worrisome that 
the dialogue shows itself willing to fit into each of these dichotomous structures. Perhaps 
we can agree on this: Socrates' last argument about tragedy and comedy is a resonant 
one, virtually demanding some integration with the other themes of the dialogue. 
Formally, the pair "tragedy" and "comedy" has the look of a universalizing doublet, like 
"heaven and earth," "rain or shine," "young and old," "gods and men." All these pairs 
by their neat contrariety imply that they are comprehensive; they seem at first glance to 
cover the whole domain of choices to which they pertain. I'm speaking rhetorically now; 
clearly in the world of mere facts, there is such a thing as middle age; there are other 
metereological conditions besides rain and sunshine. As to my first and last examples, 
it is in fact a claim of some momentousness in the Symposium that there is something in 
between heaven and earth, gods and men, knowledge and ignorance, beauty and ugliness, 
having and lacking. This intermediate ground-- to metaxu, the in-between-- is associated 
both with Eros, bastard child of Poros and Penia, Resource and Poverty-- and with 
Socrates, most erotic of men. But at the same time a certain ambiguity attaches to this 
intermediate position when we regard it as a thing in itself. Viewed statically, it might 
be some sort of mean which embraces the two extremes, reconciling them and 
symbolically including them. Viewed dynamically, the metaxu is neither one extreme nor 
the other, precisely because it is on the way from one to the other. The difficulty is 
augmented if the extremes themselves refuse to hold still for us. Let me give two 
examples. 

Diotima claims that just as daimones, spirits, are intermediaries between gods and 
men, so daimonic activities like love and, in particular; the loving of wisdom 
(philosophy) are in the in-between between the human and the divine. But shortly 
thereafter she argues that because all men desire the good, everyone is a lover and 
virtually all human activity is erotic. If humans are then essentially daimonic beings, we 
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have lost one of the poles of opposition that together define the in-between. Does it make 
sense to say that human beings are always in between themselves and Something else? 
And if it should turn out that humans can attain immortality in any unqualified way, we 
will then have lost the other pole as well. So much for Diotima's assertion the "God with 
man does not mingle" (203A2). My second illustraion depends 'on a lexicaf ambiguity. 
Eros is said to be the child of Poros and Penia, "Resource" and "Poverty." "Resource" 
is a perfect translation for the.Greek poros because it reproduces an important bifurcation: 
Like poros, it can mean both the means to the procuring of some desired provision, or 
it can mean that provision itself. The first meaning might by itself be rendered as 
"contrivance" or "craft," the second ~.cerhaps as "wealth" or "p.lenty." {The usual 
antonym of penia is ploutos, "wealth.". )Probably there is more backing for the first 
meaning in ordinary Athenian usage, but the second meaning seems crucial to this 
dialogue. Just as Socrates hopes, by virtue of mere propinquity, to be filled with the 
overflow of Agathon's wisdom, so Penia is in fact filled with the overflow of the nectar
drunk Poros. But if we do also retain the first meaning of contrivance or resourcefulness 
--as I think we are obliged to by Diotima's subsequent explanation-- the structural clarity 
of Diotima's myth is disturbed in a puzzling way. Poros the father is already as it were 
a means; it is thereby harder to consider him as one of the polar extremes by which to 
define his son Eros, the intermediary. 

Such moments as these in the dialogue may license us to say that the Symposium is 
interested in the notion of dichotomy or polar opposition and also, in how the human mind 
copes with it. Thus the significant universalizing doublet of comedy and tragedy at the 
dialogue's end alludes backward to a thematic pattern of other problematic pairings, such 
as lover and beloved, harmony and discord, wholeness and partiality, object and relation, 
lofty and base, human and divine ... (I could go on with this list a while longer.) The 
point is not to identify any of these doublets with comedy and tragedy, although we have 
seen that sometimes such an identification is suggested by one of our multiple readings. 
Rather I have been claiming that the dialogue provides for us a number of bipolar 
contexts in which to seek for kosmos and intelligibility. Initially these pairings are 
provided as instruments to aid our understanding of some finite question about love and 
other human activities. But by being problematic, the pairs themselves become the object 
of our attention; sometimes, as I've tried to show, the poles can exchange positions, or 
shift into the middle, or overlap with some other pair of categories. Eventually we as 
readers have to consider independently the question of how our minds cope with the fact 
of two-ness. 

This issue is clearly relevant to the general topic of eros. Do we see love as making 
one out of two, uniting things that are separated? Or do we see it as an activity of choice 
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and aspiration, concerned not with wholes but with a hierarchy of goods. These two 
theories of eros correspond to alternative strategies for dealing with polar dualities. We 
might call the first of them "both/and" and the second "either/or." 

The "both/and" strategy, for example, would accept without further protest the 
difficulty we noted before, that Socrates' speech-- or for that matter, the Symposium 
itself-- might with equal ease be called "comic" or "tragic." There is no reason that it 
cannot be both at the same time. Poetry, after all, need not, perhaps ought not to observe 
the principle of non-contradiction; by some accounts that is the distinguishing mark of 
poetry. We cal) view the work itself as an enveloping kosmos which holds such dualities 
in its embrace. The ordering power of art officiates at a sort of festive marriage between 
co!l)edy and tragedy, and the reader by giving his assent is drawn into this union. The 
effect of Socrates' last argument, then, is to remind us that we are invited to this love
feast, to implicate us in the atmosphere of reconciliation and acceptance. We need not 
give up our particular attachments to the world of bodies and sensations; there is no final 
contradiction between different kinds of loving, for cannot love itself bring about a 
concord or harmony between one love and another? This strategy explains what many 
readers have felt about the Symposium: That here, perhaps uniquely among the Platonic 
dialogues, we find an acceptance of the wholeness and fulness of human life. 

The other strategy is "either/or." Though Socrates says that the same man can write 
both tragedies and comedies, nonetheless a tragedy is not a comedy. It is up to us to 
distinguish the tragic from the comic in considering the dialogue in its various aspects and 
parts, just as it is up to us to distinguish the high from the low, the better from the 
worse. The activity of reading the Symposium, then, is like the moral activity of living 
in the world. The artwork is not privileged; the effect of its complexity is to sharpen 
issues for us and project us back into the same human condition of temporality and 
limitation. 

In describing these two strategies I have implied an association of the first with what 
we've been calling "comedy" and of the second with what we've been calling "tragedy." 
It is apparently not an accident that I was able to give two and only two ways of dealing 
with two-ness or duality. I think it was White.head who said that there are two kinds of 
people: those that divide things in two's, and the others. Clearly I am .of the first kind, 
and so, I suggest, was Plato. But in prescinding from the more concrete pairs of 
opposing terms into the level of strategies for dealing with them, we have not left our 
dilemma behind. Can we somehow accept both "both/and" and "either/or" as ways of 
dealing with the dialogue, or must we choose either one or the other? Put in this way, 
the question sounds ridiculously derivative and hyperingenious; it doesn't seem likely that 
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any normal person would worry about such a thing as he reads through the dialogue. But 
perhaps I can put the question in a way that sounds more urgent. Can we or can we not 
reconcile the "comic" "both/and" of poetry with the "tragic" "either/or" or ·philosophy? 

Both the poetic act of inclusion and the philosophic act of discrimination subject us 
as readers to a kind of compulsion or necessity. In the one case this compulsion appeals 
to our passions to command our wills to assent: in the other case it appeals to our reason. 
So, at least, the conventional wisdom holds; who knows?.:- perhaps it is even true. 
Socrates, we remember, was last depicted compelling [prosanankazein] Agathon and 
Aristophanes to admit that the same man could write both tragedy and comedy. (In 
contrast we shm.1Jd think of Diotima's words to Socrates: "Do not compel [me anankaze] 
what is not beautiful to be ugly, nor what is not good to be bad" [202Bl] .) Part of our 
predicament in reading the dialogue is to find· a loving concord between these different 
works of Ananke, Necessity-- since, as Agathon says, the works of Love have superseded 
the works of Necessity among both gods and men. 

It might seem strange to be claiming that in a Platonic dialogue poetry's appeal to the 
passions could be set up in true equipoise against the claims of reason and philosophy. 
The standard Platonist tack would be to subordinate the one firmly to the other. We can 
see this attitude at work in the common explanation given for Plato's well-known 
apparent self-contradiction on the subject of tragedy and comedy. In Book III of the 
Republic (395A2) Socrates remarks to Adeimantus that the same man cannot imitate many 
different things well-- not even the two forms of imitation that seem closest to each other, 
that is, tragedy and comedy. Therefore, he continues, all imitative arts are inferior. 
How do we square this with the end of the Symposium? The common explanation lays 
stress on the wording in Symposium 223D-- What Socrates forced them to admit was that 
the same man would have ~ scientific understanding ( epistasthai) of the writing of 
comedies and tragedies, that the man who writes tragedies with art (techne) must be able 
to write comedies as well. Now, the argument runs, this must be the middle of a 
reductio proof: Since we know that this result is impossible, it follows that poetry has 
nothing to do with episteme or techne, but acts by divine inspiration. And therefore we 
are back on the familiar ground of the Ion and the Meno: By relegating poetry to the 
realm of inspiration, Socrates denies it the power of true knowing that philosophical 
activity can offer. 

The difficulty with this explanation is that, at least within the bounds of the 
Symposium, it is not clear whether it is poetry or philosophy,' or even both, that we 
should associate with divine inspiration. Socrates makes a point of portraying the 
philosopher as daimonios, "spiritual," connected with divination and prophecy, in explicit 
opposition to techne (203A 7). Alcibiades too explicitly portrays Socrates himself as one 
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who has the god within him and who is able to communicate its power. (The same word, 
katechesthai [21506], that is used here is also used about inspiration in the Ion.) We 
have also the endependent testimony of Socrates' ecstatic trances. Poetry, on the other 
hand, seems to be ranked with the other trades in that Agathon and Aristophanes take 
their places alongside Eryximachus and the earlier speakers in making their partial claims 
for their craft or crafts. Agathon, in saying that Eros is a poet, begs leave to honor his 
own techne just as Eryximachus did. Diotima herself applies the word·techne to poetry, 
in her'generalization of poiesis: "Thus," she says, "the productions of all the technai are 
poetries, and their craftsmen are all poets" (205Cl). --None of these considerations 
denies the force of the more traditional view of Plato's relative valuation of poetry and 
philosophy; for ·that view also there is ample evidence in the dialogue. But it is beginning 
to look as though both philosophy and poetry can each be seen as both artful and 
inspired, both rational and visceral, or either one or the other. It is getting harder to 
differentiate the two forces of compulsion that sway our reading; perhaps their vector 
resultant is perplexity and freedom. 

The Symposium is simply there. It does not present itself to us a either a poetic or 
a philosophic work, and at St. John's we pride ourselves-- rightly, I think-- on not 
pigeonholing books that way. Nonetheless the "poetic" and the "philosophical" may have 
a certain reality as categories, not only of books but of ways of reading. The dialogue 
itself is self-conscious about this issue, as I have all along been ,claiming; and to read it 
is to become self-conscious about how to read. For what we love and how we love it 
may determine even what we perceive as there in the intricate, Protean, magical fabric 
of the writing itself. 

John Keats wrote memorably in one of his letters about the conflicting claims of 
poetry and philosophy: 

Though a quarrel in the streets is a thing to be hated, the energies displayed 
in it are fine; the commonest Man shows a grace in his quarrel-- By a superior 
being our reasonings may take the same tone-- though erroneous they may be 
fine-"'" This is the very thing in which consists poetry; and if so it is not so 
fine a thing as philosophy-- For the same reason that an eagle is not so fine 
a thing as a truth. 

(Letter to George and Georgiana Keats, 14 Feb.--3 May, 1819) 
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There is great pathos in the spectacle of the youthful, doomed Keats offering up the thing 
he loved best. Perhaps Plato may yet force us to that choice; but in the Symposium the 
verdict is not clear. May there not be some truth in the eagle, some powerful, winged 
grace in the truth? A person may love both the truth and the eagle. Which shall we 
choose-- or must we choose at all? 

******* 

[Delivered as a public lecture at St. John's College, Annapolis, Summer, 1986] 


