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“BECOMING IMMORTAL” IN PLATO’S SYMPOSIUM*

MICHAEL J. O’'BRIEN
University of Toronto

Immortality is a recurrent subject in Plato, but no reference to it is more
perplexing than that found in the last sentence of Diotima’s speech as
reported by Socrates in the Symposium. This sentence concludes her
portrayal of the philosophic life interpreted as an expression of eros, and
here at the end she holds out to the philosopher a promise of immortal-
ity. Her use of the word “immortal” is dramatically pointed, and Socra-
tes follows it with an appeal to his companions that is reminiscent of his
reaction to accounts of the afterlife in Republic, Gorgias, and Phaedo.!
But Diotima has not spoken of the afterlife, apart from whatever allusion
to it may be contained in the word “immortal.” It is this silence and the
doubtful implications of that word in the Symposium which create the
perplexity.

At 207d1 ff. Diotima said that mortal nature can be immortal only
through yéveots, by always leaving behind something new to replace the
old. She exemplified this by the succession of individuals within animal
species, by the regeneration of parts of the body and states of mind, and

* This paper has benefited from comments made by several audiences who have heard pre-
liminary drafts of it read, at the Free University of Amsterdam, the University of Toronto, and
the Workshop on Ancient Philosophy held at Trent University. It is offered to Leonard
Woodbury in friendship and homage.
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1 See note 35 below,
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later by other activities that vary according to whether the person beget-
ting offspring is pregnant (as her paradoxical metaphor has it) in body or
in soul. The former beget children. The latter, among whom are poets
and lawgivers, educate others and instill virtue, securing for themselves
glory after death. All achieve a kind of immortality. Among those preg-
nant in soul the philosopher is preeminent because he reaches the vision
of absolute Beauty. In the presence of it he will beget true virtue, come
to be loved by the gods, and become, if any man does, immortal (212a).

When this last word occurs at the end of Diotima’s speech it is hard
not to feel bound to take it in the sense already explained in that speech,
rather than in a sense imported from another dialogue, such as the
Phaedo. We might therefore feel obliged to say that the philosopher, like
the poet and the lawgiver, lives on only in his good influence and his
fame. Yet it has often been remarked how difficult it is to maintain this
conclusion and continue to think of Plato as a consistent or even as a
steadily evolving thinker. For one thing, the date of the Symposium is
generally taken to fall not before but between dialogues which promote
a notion of immortality as survival of the soul in a life beyond death.2

The solutions that have been proposed follow three main lines. They
are: (i) that Plato does not mean us to accept what Diotima says; (ji) that
when he wrote the Symposium he did not believe that the soul is liter-
ally immortal; and (iii) that, in spite of appearances, what Diotima says
is at least consistent with that belief and at best implies or asserts it. I
will consider them in that order.

In spite of Socrates’ deference to her, it is possible to make a case
against Diotima’s authority. This is sometimes done by claiming that
Socrates’ reaction to her within the dramatized account of their conver-
sation is pointedly reserved and cautious. It is true that only in the first
stages of her argument does he answer her in a way to indicate under-
standing and agreement. After 206a13 he substitutes for assent a variety
of expressions that convey incomprehension and wonder.3 His apparent
tribute at 208b8, & cogwrary Atoriua, has ironic parallels,! and after
this he is completely silent until her monologue ends at 212a7. It is
arguably significant that his last clear statement of assent precedes her

2 Leaving out of account the Phaedo, which is sometimes put before the Symposium
and sometimes after it, we need only consider the earlier passage at Meno 8la~c and the
later one at Rep. 608d. For Morrison’s challenge to the usual dating of the Symposium see
note 19 below. A conspectus of some views on relative dates can be found in David Rass,
Plato’s Theory of Ideas, 2nd ed. (Oxford 1853) 1-10.

3 Wilamowitz (2.170) says that Socrates’ reaction is one of doubt. See 206b9-10, e4,
207¢2, 208b7-9. elév (206e6) is a word that can express or disguise more than one attitude
(cf. Rep. 850e3).

4 & copurare Opacipaxe (Rep. 339¢) and & copdrare obf (Callicles to Socrates at
Gorgias 495d).
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development of the term “immortality” after 207a in the sense noted
above. She seems equally detached in her attitude to Socrates, except
that she is condescending, whereas he is respectfully non-commital. She
laughs at his obtuseness in supposing that Eros is a great god (202b10).
She says at 204bl that what is not clear to Socrates would be clear even
to a child. Finally, she suggests at 210a2 that the last and most important
part of her doctrine of immortality may well be beyond his capacity to
understand. “But try to follow, if you can.”

The models for complacency and condescension elsewhere in Plato
are the great sophists.5 It is to the sophists that Socrates compares
Diotima at the beginning of a section of her speech in which the com-
parison seems particularly relevant (208cl). In it she will say that the
greatest and noblest form of wisdom (¢pdvnais) is the management of
cities and households; in adding that those who are pregnant in soul
teach this she makes for them the same claim that the Platonic Pro-
tagoras makes for himself.® Her placement of early poets and lawgivers
in the line of teachers of virtue is no less Protagorean.” Finally, love of
honor, the motive of Diotima’s teacher of virtue, is more than once
attributed to the sophists by Plato, sometimes by making them candidly
acknowledge their pride in their reputations.8

If one could maintain this line of argument, the difficulty posed by
Diotima’s treatment of immortality might be solved by treating it as a
brilliant display piece, filled with fragments of noble ideas, but funda-
mentally not Platonic, because it offered no reward beyond death but
the survival of one’s good reputation. I do not think, however, that in the
end this interpretation can be defended. Socrates says at 198d-199b that
what will distinguish him from the five earlier speakers is that he will
speak the truth rather than put on a display of extravagant praise. With
some irony he begs the indulgence of Phaedrus for taking this eccentric
approach. Only after he has gained it does he go on to ask permission to
examine Agathon first. Therefore it is his monologue which will tell the
truth, and this will be almost entirely a report of what Diotima said.® At

3 See Prot. 317¢ ff., 318a6 ff., 320c2; Gorg. 448al ff., 460a3 ff.; Hipp. Minor 363¢c7 ff.,
364a7 ff.

6 b 3¢ pabnud éorw edBovAia wept Taw olkelwy . .. xal wept T@y ThHs wohews. . . .
(Prot. 318e5 ff.).

7 Symp. 208cT-e4. Cf. Prot. 316d7 ., 326d6. A point of contrast is that Diotima is
willing to give high rank to inventors in the arts, whereas Protagoras disparages
instruction in these subjects (Prot. 318d9 ff.). But the example of Hippias shows that
sophistic attitudes were not uniform on this matter. Protagoras himself may only be
asserting an order of precedence and scoring a point against a rival.

8 Prot. 335a4-8, Hipp. Minor 363¢7-364a9. Cf. Charm. 162¢2, where honor is Critias’
motive. See Wilamowitz 2.174.

9 Since the phrase used is “the truth about Eros™ (199b3; cf. 198d3-4), there seems no
possibility of taking “truth” in the trivial sense of “what Diotima actually said.”
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the end of this report Socrates will say wémeiopar 8 éyw. It is true that
belief is not knowledge, but it is the strongest form of assent open to
Socrates, who represents himself as not fully up to the level of Diotima’s
argument. wémwewopar should therefore cancel any suspicion that Socrates’
resort to expressions of astonishment and then to silence near the end of
Diotima’s speech were meant to indicate doubt or rejection.l? Socrates’
endorsement is made easier to understand by the fact that some of
Diotima’s views are recognizably Platonic. The distinction she makes
between wisdom and right opinion (202a) is consistent with what is said
on that subject at Meno 97 ff. The special use of &uafia to mean the
intellectual inertia of the self-satisfied (204a) parallels its use at Sophist
229c and is reflected throughout the dialogues in Plato’s dramatic
conception of figures like Hippias, Euthyphro, and Callicles. Finally, it
seems impossible not to recognize in Diotima’s description of the highest
object of contemplation (211bl) a Platonic Form, presented in language
that would not be out of place in the Phaedo. All this tells against any
attempt to distinguish her views sharply from those of the Platonic
Socrates, but it still leaves some obstacles for anyone wishing to reconcile
them.

Some of these obstacles are concentrated in the penultimate section
of her speech (208c1-209e4), to which the term “sophistic” is most plau-
sibly attached. Here the motive of virtuous action is fame: the highest
wisdom is expressed in private and civic administration; and the edu-
cators of greatest note are poets and lawgivers. It is tempting to treat
these doctrines as definitive because in their own context they are put
forward without qualification. But it is also clear that all of them are
superseded and left behind after the emphatic transition to what
Diotima calls & éromrixd at 210al. The theme of fame, which pervades
208c1-209e4 and at one point is said to be a universal motive, is simply
dropped after that transition;!! the claim that administrative wisdom is
the greatest and noblest type will not easily survive the estimate shortly

10 See Wilamowitz 2.170. His arguments are met by Kranz 438-39. H. Neumann,
“Diotima's Concept of Love,” AJP 86 (1965) 58, appears to say that wémeiopat only shows
that Socrates did not understand what Diotima was driving at. This comes near the end of
a long argument purporting to show that the views of Diotima and those of the Platonic
Socrates are radically different. Various misconceptions assist this conclusion, including
the notion that she presents absolute Beauty as a tool in the arrogant pursuit of personal
fame (45, 47-48, 50). Against this see below, note 11.

11 Fame is a universal motive at 208d7-8. See also 208¢c5-6, d5-6, 20943, d6, e3. But
fame is then replaced by a new goal at 210al (r& ¢ réAea xal émowrixd, dv vexa. . . .).
Consequently, there is no implication that Diotima regards ¢udoriuia, the distinctive
mark of the first degenerate polity in the Republic (545b), as the motive of the philoso-
pher. In Alcibiades’ speech too, ¢thorwuia appears implicitly as an alternative and an
impediment to philosophy, in the remark that what drew him away from Socrates was
riur) (216b5).
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to be placed on knowledge of absolute Beauty; and the poets and law-
givers will yield precedence to the philosopher. When the begetting of
“true virtue” is explicitly reserved at 212a2-3 to the philosopher in the
presence of absolute Beauty (évradéa . . . povaxod) and a contrast is
drawn with those who beget mere eidwAa of virtue, the latter must
include those who were given highest rank in the earlier section. This
contrast of levels of virtue is not unique to the Symposium. The transi-
tion at 210al marks the passage from what Plato elsewhere calls
"demotic virtue” to philosophic virtue. The peculiarity of Diotima’s
account of demotic virtue is that until 2095 she describes it in language
that does not suggest its inferior status.!® This is a difficulty that can be
resolved only by giving due weight to the form of Diotima’s speech,
which is one of gradual disclosure in the manner of an initiation into
mysteries. The section that ends at 209e4 is a conclusion with which
most initiates would have to rest content, and the goal of the philosopher
is a secret of which they are unworthy and Socrates himself scarcely
worthy (210a2). Within the bounds of such a literary convention, the
qualifications normally to be expected in a description of demotic virtue
might well be omitted as premature references to a subject meant for
the ears of a more select group. There is further evidence of Diotima'’s
use of such an artifice in her successive statements about immortality. A
fuller discussion of this topic and of the way in which her office of
mystagogue influences her exposition will be found below.

Another kind of literary convention, irony, accounts for the fact that
Diotima treats Socrates like a fool. There can be no doubt that Socrates is
meant to be understood as the author of her speech. No one chaffs him

12 The phrase dnuoruch (or woAirueh) dpersf is used in several Platomic passages to iden-
tify a kind of virtue that is estimable to a degree but limited, since knowledge is not part
of it. It is the virtue of unphilosophic men in well-ordered states. At Phaedo 82ab those
who practice dnuoruiy xat mohirwhy &perfy are ranked beneath philosophers, though
they are said to call their virtue cwdpoaivny re xat Swasoobymy. The latter phrase turns
up again at Rep. 500d, where Socrates is once more speaking of “demotic” virtue, this
time as something imposed by the ruler on his subjects. It is therefore worth noting that
Diotima uses ocwgpoodrn re xat dxawooivy at Symp. 208a7-8 to identify the virtue
praised most highly in this section of her speech, viz. keeping cities and households in
good order. (Cf. Meno 73ab, where city and household management requires cwgpooivy
and dixaootry.) We may note on the other hand that a poor choice of life is made in the
Myth of Er (Rep. 619c) by a man who has lived in such a well-ordered state but who
shares in virtue without philosophy, and that molerir] is used as a limiting term at Rep,
430c in describing courage of an inferior type. The language Plato uses of unphilosophic
virtue varies according to the rhetorical needs of different passages. Contrast in this
respect Phaedo 68d11-e8 and 82b. Only in the Sympostum does the immediate context
place no restriction on its value. The language of the transition at 210a, however, will
clearlyimplythntthisvirtuelmpaxtedbypootsnndlawgiversisofmlnferiorkind.So

will the use of eldwov at 212a4, a term applied to a rudimentary type of fustice at Rep.
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at the end for passing off a second-hand product. Instead, Aristophanes
calls attention to an allusion that Diotima, i.e., Socrates, made to his own
speech.’® The clearest sign, however, that Socrates is indulging in art-
fully transparent pretense rather than in strictly truthful narrative is the
way in which Diotima’s questioning of him continues his own question-
ing of Agathon. This continuity is made to depend on an alleged coinci-
dence between the two conversations (201e3 ff.). It also extends further
than the stitching of a neat seam. Agathon’s division of the topic into the
nature of Eros and the works of Eros was commended by Socrates at
199¢5. It is now reintroduced as the program for Diotima’s contribution
(201el) and becomes recognizable in the order in which she deals with
the parts of her topic.! Socrates has also lightened this impromptu com-
position by casting himself in the role of the dullard. After courteously
sharing the discredit of Agathon’s misguided answers (201e3-4), he goes
on to play the part of the undiscerning respondent to Diotima’s ques-
tions, and when the argument grows novel and complicated contributes
only expressions of amazement and incomprehension.!% In this ironically
conceived narrative, the failure of Socrates the disciple of Diotima to
assent to the later parts of her teaching, or even to say that he under-
stands them, is a form of urbane self-disparagement on the part of Socra-
tes the narrator. So is the amused disdain of Diotima for her slow-witted
partner.!6

The verdict to which all this evidence points is that the arguments
developed by Diotima are meant to be attributed to the Platonic Socra-
tes, but that irony and an assumed convention of mystic revelation have
influenced their expression. This leaves open the second possibility, that
when Plato wrote the Symposium he meant to attribute to Socrates a
disbelief in the immortality of the soul because he himself had not yet
arrived at that doctrine or had discarded it. This hypothesis is made
difficult to defend by the close connection in several dialogues between
the immortality of the soul and the Theory of Forms. The last part of
Diotima’s speech, as already noted, assumes the existence of Forms, and

13 At 212¢5-6, referring to 191a6 and 205d10.

14 Note the transition at 2048 (rowdros dv & “Epws tiva xpelav éxes rois avfpamors;).
See Kranz 440.

15 ‘This imaginary Socrates thinks that what is not beautiful must be ugly (202al), that a
suitable way to argue in favor of something is to say “But everybody believes it
(202b6-7), and even after three examples of something intermediate (202a3, b4, d11) is
mystified, to Diotima's annoyance, by the reappearance of one (204a8-b2). After 206al3
his comments show that he ceases altogether to follow the thread of argument. His tone,
moreover, is one not of scepticism but of naive amazement (see 206b9, 208b7).

16 Among the themes that have taken an unusual form because Diotima rather than
Socrates is the imagined speaker is the intellectual relation between épasrijs and
épwpevos. The former is no self-effacing midwife (see Theaet. 149a ff.) but the true
begetter of their discourse (Symp. 210a7-8).
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by the terms of the Phaedo such an assumption would be held to entail
both the pre-existence of the soul and its immortality.)” The Forms and
the pre-existent soul are also probably to be seen as associated in the
Meno, though this is doubted by some scholars. They are certainly asso-
ciated in the Phaedrus.!8 No easily tenable hypothesis has been found to
explain how Plato might have come to write a dialogue that rejected
literal immortality but maintained the existence of Forms, Morrison has
argued that the Symposium belongs to an early period of Plato’s career
when he had not yet been convinced, under the influence of Pytha-
goreanism, of the immortality of the soul or seen a connection between
this doctrine and the Forms.!® He therefore dates the Symposium earlier
than the Meno, Gorgias, and Phaedo. Unfortunately, this will not pro-
duce an entirely straight line of development. The Crito, though it does
not explicitly teach immortality, presupposes an after-life and a day of
judgment; and in the Apology, for all his well-known refusal to say
whether the claims about immortality are true, Socrates tilts the
rhetorical balance in favor of an affirmative answer by developing the
latter at greater length and by giving it the final position before his brief
conclusion.® If the Symposium follows even these dialogues and denies
immortality, it will still represent a striking change of mind. There is, in
any case, an impediment to an early dating in the anachronism at
183al1-3, which points to a date after 385/4.2! Hackforth, rather than
contest the usual dating, supposed instead that the Symposium shows a
relapse by Plato into temporary scepticism. On this view, the Plato of
the Symposium had come to doubt the final argument of the Phaedo
and had not yet developed the other arguments adduced in the Repub-
lic, Phaedrus, and Laws. The very complication of this hypothesis is an
argument against it. It assumes the discarding of two doctrines, immor-
tality and anamnesis, and the later resumption of both, without any loss
in the interval of the Theory of Forms, which had served in the Phaedo
as the keystone of both.22 Hackforth was conscious of the implausibility
of such a development but concluded that it must be accepted in the

17 Phaedo 76de, 100b. See Luce 139-40.

18 R. S. Bluck ed., Plato's Meno (Cambridge 1961) 46-47. For another view of the Meno
see J. M. Rist, “Plato’s ‘Earlier Theory of Forms'," Phoenix 29 (1975) 356. The Phaedrus
passage is 247¢3 f.

19 Morrison 42-46.

20 Crito 54b4-8, c6-T7; Apol. 40c4-41c7.

21 So Dover, “The Date of Plato’s Symposium,” 2-9. He argues against H. B. Mattingly,
“The Date of Plato’s Symposium,” Phronesis 3 (1958) 31-39, and against Morrison.

2 Hackforth, “Immortality,” 43-45. In his earlier study of the problem, Horn 276-79
had argued that Diotima’s theory of immortality represents not a passing scepticism but
an unsuccessful experiment. In it Plato allegedly remains committed to his earlier doctrine

of the soul’s survival but develops arguments which implicitly undermine it and are for
this reason later abandoned.
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face of what he regarded as Diotima’s clear statements denying immor-
tality in the literal sense. .

The hypothesis that Plato changed his mind twice cannot, the}'efore,
strictly be ruled out without a review of those statements in theu: con-
text. This review will allow us to consider the third possible solution to
the problem, viz., that Diotima intends no denial of the soul’s immorta!-
ity. The solution proposed will be approached in two stages. In .the ﬁl_'st it
will be argued that the topic of the immortality of the soul is, stnf:tly
speaking, avoided in what Diotima says rather than asserted or dem.ed.
In the second, a reason for its avoidance will be put forward, one which
contains a reference to the status of Diotima and to the form she gives to
her instruction of Socrates. . .

The first thing to be said about Diotima's argument is that_the topic
of immortality (to be distinguished from the narrower topic of the
immortality of the soul) is extremely prominent in it. It is one of three
related conceptions that shape her discourse from beginning to end:
éuws, 0 kaAdy, and &bavacia. The first two, with a foreshadowing of
the third, are already present in Socrates’ examination of Agathon- (1.990'-
201c). This section, which constitutes an introduction to Plonma s
instruction of Socrates, establishes the following series of propositions:

Eros has an object (199d1 f.), w!}xlicb he desires (2003t2 ff.) and wd}?;:

possess (200a5 ff.). In cases where someone seems to possess
E:tduims. she obiect) of desire is not the object p‘?sefsed but rathgr
its continued possession (200b4-el). Thus émbupio rav -napdlvrmv is
no more than an inexact way of saying BovAopas & ¥yiw wapovra xai
es Tov émera xpovoy wapevar (200d3-6). Eros has beauty for dl)ts
object and therefore does not possess it (201a2-b4). Lacking TO KGA-
Xos and 7 xaA&, he also lacks ra dyafa (201c4-5).

, the significant conclusion here is that one kind of
ggj;c:u;of m the oogntinued possession in the future of sor‘nething
already possessed. This has not been extended to mean everlasting pos-
session, since no appropriate object has been named. Socrates has men-
tioned only bigness, speed, strength, health, and wealth.

In Diotima’s questioning of Socrates, this thread of argument is car-
ried forward in the section beginning at 204c8, where Socrates asks hefr
to pass from the nature of Eros to his functions. What we then hear is
that the lover desires to acquire & xaAd (204d7) or, in other words, ra
&yaba (204e4).28 To possess these is happiness (204e6-T7), and therefore

] the
23 The transition from udfos to Adyos, in which the subject changes from “Epws, c
daemon, to éuws, the emotion, or & épaw, the agent, is made in the casual phrase dbe &
cadéarepoy (204d5). Protagoras was more emphatic in making a similar tmnsiti:m at
Prot. 324d6-7. From this point, therefore, my discussion will generally refer to “eros
(with lower case e). When they are speaking of “Epews, the daemon, Socrates and Diotima
adopt the language of myth, with its license of personification, which allows them to say
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eros is all desire for the good and for happiness (205d1-3). During this
stage in the argument the word eros has been explicitly broadened
beyond the erotic to include all human activities, but the process of
refining the explanation is not yet complete. It is now said that eros has
for its object the eternal possession for oneself of what is good (€orw dpa
TvANIBIY, Ep7, 6 Epws Tod T dyabby adrd elvar del, 206al1-12),

Until 206a the argument contains nothing to disconcert any reader
of the Phaedo. It might have continued in a straight line to the con-
clusion that man desires the eternal possession of what is most truly
good, and what is therefore ideal and imperishable, with that part of
him which alone can possess it, his soul. Instead, the argument turns
aside to acknowledge that for the mortal animal (the context shows that
the term is meant to include man) the way to immortality is pregnancy
and generation (206c7-8). The introduction of these terms produces still
another interpretation of eros, which is now said to be the desire of gen-
eration and birth in the beautiful (206e5). This and the earlier statement
that eros is the desire for the eternal possession of the good lead Diotima
to the conclusion that eros has a double object: that which is good and
immortality (206e8-207e4).

The next several pages leading to Diotima’s conclusion are an almost
uninterrupted monologue falling into three stages, with transitions at
208cl and 209e5. In the course of it she explains that at all levels of
conscious life, among animals and men, and in the special group of men
called philosophers, the presence of eros as already defined can be
detected. In the first two parts of this tripartite section it is clear that the
explanation of eros reached earlier is being justified only in a much
attenuated sense, and that certain terms are not being given full value.
The object of eros, it was said, is the everlasting (&ef) possession of the
good for oneself (adr@) and immortality (&8avacia). Now we are told, in
207ab, that animals are said to display eros when they beget offspring,
rear them, and die on their behalf. It is apparent that the notion of self
has been extended here to include one’s family and perhaps one’s spe-
cies. A similar enlargement of the idea can be detected in the second

"Epws ép@ (200a), “Epws is not xards (201b) and “Epews is 70 ép@y (204c). This is the con-
vention also followed by Agathon in saying that “Epws is kaAds and by Sophocles in writ-
ing of “Epaws at Antigone 781 ff. It is naturally followed by Socrates and then by Diotima
until they have settled the issue that Agathon raised: How shall we describe the
personified “Epws, the figure of myth? When this question is disposed of, at 204c6, a less
poetic way of speaking of lovers and their emotions is adopted. In constructing this
mythical Eros.Socutabasattimwspokenofhiminthcsnmebmthasapemonandu
desire (e.g., at 199d1-2, e6-7, 200a2-3, 201a9-10); in fact, he carries his point against
Agathon by doing this. Such logical sleight of hand deserves more indulgence in this
context than Dover is prepared to give it (see ed. Symp., commentary to 201bl ff.). This is
elenchus, but it is also mythmaking. Stripped of its wit the argument says that all lovers
are in need and that a mythical portrait of Love ought to remind us of this.
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part of this section, at 208de, where Diotima speaks of men seeking
immortality and happiness by acts of self-sacrifice or by begetting chil-
dren. She relies, to be sure, on the common belief that a man's interests
survive his death and are represented both by his children and by what
posterity thinks of him. Nevertheless, a word that was introduced osten-
sibly in the strict and normal sense is now justified by being used in a
loose and extended sense. If a¥r® is not given quite full value, even
greater liberties are taken with the uncompromising term é&el. In Pla-
tonic language the word is associated with the gods and with the eternal
Forms, 7a aet dvra.® Its use cannot strictly be justified by Diotima's
references to fame or children (208c1-209e4), and even less by the limi-
ted survival of flesh, blood, and memory in the individual (207d4-
208a7). In all these cases the implicit reference back to &ef is defensible
only if we take it to mean “for a long time.” She in fact indicates by
certain turns of phrase that the object of eros is realized only imperfectly
in the examples of “immortality” given in 207a5-209e5. These include
xart 70 dvvardy (207d1) and @s olovrar (208e4).%5 If Diotima will not
allow that any man is ever immortal in the literal sense, then the conclu-
sion cannot be escaped that eros in no case achieves its proper object, the
everlasting possession of the good for oneself. The gods possess that
object, but eros is not one of their attributes, since one cannot desire
what one has.?® Animals and men display eros, but none of them posses-
ses the desired object “forever” or in any but the loosest sense of the
phrase “for oneself.” A reader may well ask whether Plato means to give
Diotima an argument in which expectations will continue to be so badly
disappointed. It should be emphasized that these expectations arise not
from a reading of the Phaedo but from the terms chosen by Diotima in

24 See Phaedo 79d, Symp. 211al, bl.

25 At 208c6, d5, d7, and 209d3 &fdvarop is used without qualification, but these seem to
be examples of poetic hyperbole of a traditional kind. The poetic status of the first two is
indicated by their pronounced dactylic rhythm. Bury cites parallels from Tyrtaeus,
Theognis, and Simonides.

26 Since Socrates’ way of speaking is partly ifos and partly Adyos, and since his subject
is both Eros and eros, the inference that eros Is not an attribute of the gods has to be
drawn from statements not all of which are on a logical footing with it (see note 23
above). In Socrates’ elenchus of Agathon, the terms émfvuel and épa appear to be used as
synonyms (200a5-6), and ro émbupetv is then said to be evidence of deficiency (200a8-
b2). We are later invited to assume, at 201e6, that these and other points made by Socra-
tes against Agathon have been learned from Diotima. Diotima then says that Eros cannot
be a god because he desires (émfupeiv) what is good and beautiful and therefore lacks it,
whereas the gods do not lack these things (202d1-7). In regard to the specific good :ro¢ux':
she says, “No god ¢thocodel or desires (émbupei) to become wise, fot‘ l:e 15 wise
(204a1-2). It follows from 200ab and 202d5-6 taken together that no god épa. T.he con-
clusion actually reached at 202d7 takes the form of saying that Eros is not a god, since the
issue at this point is the nature of Eros. Then 204a gives one example of the gods’ lack of
desire, or eros,
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the first stages of her own exposition. It remains to inquire whether they
are meant to be satisfied by the last of the three stages of her explanation
and particularly by her final words.

When Diotima in these final words speaks of how the philosopher
may become “immortal,” it can be argued that this word has already
been severely denatured by some statements made four or five pages
earlier. The first is found at 207d1-8, where she describes the instinct of
animals for reproduction and the protection of their young. Socrates is
told not to wonder about the cause of this: évradfa yiap rov adroy éxelve
Abyov 7 Bumry ddois (ret karh To Buvardy &el Te ewar xal abdvaros.
dbvarat B¢ raivry povow, Tfj yevéoe . . . A few lines later, with reference
to the constant replacement of the old by the new in the human body
and in the states of the human soul, she says rodrw Yap T® TpoTw WAV
70 Buyrov o@lerar (208a7) and radry T4 wyxavy . . . Genrov dbavacias
peTéxet, kat odpa kai Té@AAa mévra (208b2-4). If the terms n Bvpry
$vots and 7év 70 Ovyrév are taken to mean “man” or "mortal crea-
tures,” as they sometimes are %7 these statements will appear to preclude
the immortality of the soul in the sense in which it is defended in the
Phaedo. Dover, however, has argued convincingly that the choice of
language shows rather that Diotima wishes to avoid raising this issue.28
The phrases quoted do refer to both men and animals, but in the case of
man they need refer only to the mortal component of a composite
nature. This possibility is at least left open. The intention to leave it
open, moreover, is strongly suggested by the way in which Diotima
avoids imputing to the yvyj itself limited immortality through yeveais.
She attributes it instead to the parts of the body (207d6-8), to the body
itself (207el), to the states of the soul (207e2-208a7), and finally, in
summation, to “the body and all the rest” (208b3-4), a phrase unlikely to
mean “body and soul.”? In this first of three stages, then, in her explana-
tion of immortality, a reader will not find any denial of the immortality
of the soul, but he may well wonder why she neglects to assert it while
devoting ten lines to the states and activities of the soul (207el ff.). A
satisfactory answer to this question will have to be found 3

2T Morrison 44; Hackforth, “Immortality,” 43; Horn 269.

28 Dover, “The Date of Plato's Sympostum,” 16-20.

29 Harold Cherniss, in a letter to CR 3 (1953) 131, cites Laws 721be in refutation of
Hackforth's view of the Symposium. In that passage man'’s desire for immortality is said
to be satisfied by children and postumous fame, though elsewhere in the Latos (e.g., 959b,
867d) the soul is said to be immortal. At the time he wrote the Laws, therefore, Plato saw
no contradiction between these two uses of the term "immortal.” Morrison (43-44) denies
the relevance of Laws 721bc but is controverted by Dover (“The Date of Plato’s Sympo-
sium,” 18). Luce (140-41) cites Ep. 7.334e-335a and Tim. 90 as evidence of the same
attitude. The latter is discussed in note 46 below. See also Bluck, trans. Phaedo, 28-20,
note 1.

30 Hackforth states the question accurately and forcefully in response to some of his




196 Michael J. O'Brien

‘In the second stage of her explanation, her silence on the immortal-
ity of the soul continues. The immortality envisaged for those whose
motive is fame, whether they are pregnant in body or in soul, consists in
the perpetuation of name and reputation. In the third and last stage sl.le
takes up the life of philosophy. This is described as a quest taken up in
common by épacris and épapevos, in which they come to know and to
love objects of increasing value but successively more diﬁicult_ of access,
of which the last is absolute Beauty. In this passage of some exght)" lines
there is only one reference to immortality. It occurs at the end, in the
following context:

&p” olet, €pn, padoy Blov ylyveofar E‘Jtt'itre ﬁkéwovrzc
&vbpamov kal éxeivo & dei Bewpévov xal auvérros a’i’mp;
7 ovk évbupg, €pn, St dvratfa m’rrq: povaxol yevijoerat,
op@vr & bpaToy To KAAGY, TikTEw 0K eldwAa aperijs, Sirc
otk eldwAov épamTopévw, GAAa dAnbs, 8.3‘( Tod aAnfods
épamTopéve’ TexdvT be ('xpen‘;‘v %.\neﬁ xal Gpeyrauéve
Dmbpyet Beopihel yevéobfa, xal eimep T EAAw avBpomwy
afavdre kat éxelvw; (211e4-212a7)

The word &favdrw here cannot refer to an immortality of fame,
references to which do not occur after the transition at 20‘9e5.61nstsad a
new goal of action is immediately introduced &v &exa xal radra éow,
and this is later defined as absolute Beauty, for the sake of which
(éxelvov €vexa Tob xalod, 211c2) the philosopher is safd to rise through
all intermediate stages of love and knowledge. For this reason, and not
only because it is the last of many steps, absolute Beauty is twice called
the Té\os (210e4, 211b7). The contemplation of this object is what makes
the viewer's life worth while (211e4-212a2). This is not yet to say that
he is immortal, but when that word is finally introduced a few lmec later
several reasons combine to make it certain that what is meant is the
literal immortality of the philosopher’s soul in communion with absolu.te
Beauty. The first reason is the structure of Diotima’s whole.argument. in
which the long discourse on immortality is based on an earlier conclusion
that the object of eros is to possess the good for oneself fo;ever
(207a2-4). We have already seen that, unless she means to say th.at in no
case is eros ever satisfied, the last kind of eros in the ascending hierarchy
of erotes will be one which actually achieves this goal as opposed to
approaching it xara 70 dvwarov. These expectations are encouraged
towards the end of her speech by the insistence with which she now
emphasizes that what separates her earlier topics from her present one is
the gulf that lies between “mortal foolishness” and the divine (211e3) or
between semblance and reality (212a4). In earlier sections she had

critics, in trans. Phaedo, 21, note 2. What is missed in Diotima's speech is an explicit
assertion of the soul’s immortality. &@dvaroy d¢ &AAy (208b4) may contain a reference to
the soul, but the immediate context does not provide the means to prove this.
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contrived by a kind of abuse of terminology to overlook this gulf, by
employing the term &fdvaros in statements in which it did not strictly
belong3! Secondly, when she wishes to describe for Socrates in terms
related to ordinary experience what it is like to attain this highest object
of eros, what she compares it to, as something on a far lower level, is
being in the company of one’s wawdwd forever (aed), if somehow that
were possible,®® simply gazing and being together (fedofa Wovoy xat
ovvelvar, 211d7-8). In speaking of the other term of the comparison, in
which the correlative of r& maidixéd is absolute Beauty, she repeats the
words fedofar and ocvveivar (212a2). The word &el is not repeated, but a
substitute to round off the comparison is at hand in &bavarw. It can
serve this purpose only if it is meant in its full and literal sense. Finally
the philosopher is said to gaze on absolute Beauty & 3¢t and @ dparov. A
similar phrase (& mpoojke) is used at Republic 490b3 to identify the
rational part of the soul.3 All these features of the passage point to the
conclusion that the philosopher's soul will find literal immortality in con-
templation of absolute Beauty.3 The fact that Socrates reacts to her

31 The meaning is so far diluted that at 208¢7 it can be used in the comparative form
Gfavarwrépwy, evidently to mean “longer-lasting.” Plato’s only other use of this compara-
tive is in a satirical sense at Phaedo 99¢4.

32 This contrary-to-fact protasis is proof tht &/ is meant in the sense “forever” rather
than in the weaker sense "uninterruptedly.”

33 See Bury ad loc. The notable difference between the passages is that Diotima does not
use the word Yy,

39 The condition eimep Tw EMw dvfpdmor at 212a6-7 is sometimes spoken of as if
intended to leave a shadow of doubt or of qualification over Diotima’s last sentence.
Wippern 158, note 123, compares it with karé rb dvwardw at 207d1 and with similar
phrases elsewhere. Horn 276 thinks it reduces the conclusion to the weak and cautious
statement that the philosopher “zum mindesten den gleichen Anspruch auf Unster-
blichkeit habe wie irgend ein anderer. . . . But constructions of the type elmep Tis dAMos,
elmep wov EAobe ete. are far more commonly used to strengthen than to weaken an asser-
tion and are normally to be classified as conditions only in a formal sense. Kithner-Gerth
11.2.573 speaks of them as intended only to convey the meaning “more than anyone {any-
thing etc.) else.” In certain Platonic examples, those at Phaedo 78c, 65¢ and 66a, the
meaning adumbrated is, more precisely, “to the exclusion of anyone (anything, anywhere)
else.” A good illustration of the use of these conditions to add emphasis is found at Phaedo
63c, where Socrates contrasts his merely hopeful assertion that he will meet good men in
the afterlife with his secure and confident assertion that he will meet good gods. Of the
latter he says: 3 {ore éri, elmep v dAAo raw rowdray, duorxvpoalpny &v xal rodro. A
clause of this kind is therefore an appropriate idiom with which to contrast the philos-
opher's true immortality with the mere semblance of it achieved by other men. Bury,
referring to Horn, sees in the condition at Symp, 212a6-7 “a possible ground for doubt”

regarding personal immortality. He resolves this doubt mainly by appealing to context
and the doctrine of other dialogues. Nevertheless, he regards the clause as expressing the
possible qualification that the philosopher is not immortal qua dvfpwmos but only qua
rational soul (xliii-xlv). This is subtle but probably unnecessary. Greek and Platonic usage
strongly favors the simpler interpretation “he above all,” which Bury considers but falls
short of endorsing. Other Platonic examples of this idiom can be found at Gorg. 453b.
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speech with an exhortation of a type that elsewhere in Plato follows
descriptions of the after-life helps to confirm this judgment.3%

The metaphor of Tdékos év xaA@ was introduced as the proper activ-
ity of eros at 206b7-8. It is maintained throughout Diotima’s discourse
on immortality and appears again in the last two lines, as follows: “(Do
you not see) that it falls to him, when he has begotten true virtue and
nourished it, to become a friend of the gods and, if it falls to any man,
immortal?” In whom is true virtue here said to be begotten? The preced-
ing three pages have treated the ascent to absolute Beauty as a joint
endeavor, and in the last page, beginning at 211cl, Diotima has dropped
the distinction between teacher and pupil % Both ascend the ladder of
ra xaAa, and the virtue which results from what they see is evidently
begotten in both. Diotima, however, says at 212a6 that the friendship of
the gods comes to one who begets true virtue, and elsewhere in Plato this
friendship is a consequence of one’s own virtue. At Euthyphro 1la the
love of the gods is said to be a consequence of holiness, and at Republic
612e and 621c a man'’s character is said to determine whether he shall be
loved or hated by the gods. If these parallels have any force, the phrase
TexovTt be aperny dAnbi refers primarily to the philosopher’s own virtue
and not primarily (let alone exclusively) to the results of his good influ-
ence upon others. This fact alone would make it difficult to maintain, as
Hackforth does, that even in this last sentence the philosopher becomes
immortal only in the sense that he achieves “vicarious self-perpetuation”
by teaching virtue.5”

The last limb (rexdvre . . . éxelvw) of Diotima’s long final rhetorical
question asks us to believe that the virtuous win the love of the gods and
become immortal. The two passages of the Republic mentioned in the
last paragraph, 612e8-614a8 and 62lc, provide a strikingly similar

Prot. 352c8, 320b, Soph. 238b, Phaedo 92c, 58e, 67b, Laches 179b, Laws 900e, 663d,
667a, Symp. 211d, Euthyd. 296b, Theaet. 192c, and Apol. 21c. The examples at Rep.
497e, Parm. 134c, 150b, and Meno 93¢ are arguably exceptions to the norm as stated by
Kiihner-Gerth.

35 Compare with Symp. 212b the passages which follow the myths of the after-life in
Rep., Gorg., and Phaedo. After each of these four accounts, Socrates says: 1 believe; so too
should you (or all other men); and you must act on this belief. To a notable extent even
the language of the passages is similar, e.g.: “The myth may save us if we believe it . . . if
we believe what I say we shall always hold to the upward path . . . ." (Rep. 621¢3-5); “I
believe . . . and I call on all other men too . . .." (Gorg. 526d4, el); “because of this one
must make every effort . ... it seems proper and worth the risk to think that this is
50...." (Phaedo 114c6-7, d4-6); “I believe, and believing 1 try to persuade others
too . ... I say every man must...." (Symp. 212b2-3, b5). Dover (ed. Symp. ad loc.)
points out some of these parallels, omitting the Rep., and some differences of tone as well.
36 At 210e5 it is the épwuevos or pupil who suddenly sees absolute Beauty. At 211b it is
the épaerys or teacher. At 21lcl the description of the ascent is said to apply indiffer-
ently to one or the other.

37 Hackforth, “Immortality,” 44.

“Becoming Immortal” 199

sequence of ideas. In the first, the man of virtuous life gains the friend-
ship of the gods and because of that friendship wins prizis. especially the
prize of happiness in the after-life. In this argument, as in Symposium
212a, the word feogedsjs is used as an intermediate term between virtue
and its rewards.®® Again at 62lc, in the last sentence of the Republic,
Socrates encourages his companions to “practice justice with wisdom in
every way, that we may be friends to ourselves and to the gods both
while we remain here and when we claim the prizes which are its
due . . .” Since the prizes are awarded by the gods, their friendship is a
condition of the award, and their friendship in turn is a consequence of
justice in the soul. The reference to prizes here in the Republic is pri-
marily a reference to the virtuous man’s enjoyment of his immortality,
in the literal sense which that word possesses in Republic X. Since the
t,:orrefponding term in the sequence at Symposium 212a is yevéofa . . .
abavary, it only requires that we take dfavdrw in the literal sense to
make each passage end with a promise of reward after death. This coin-
cidence tends to corroborate a conclusion to which other arguments
already direct us.

Although discrepancies with familiar Platonic doctrine diminish the
more closely we inspect Diotima’s argument in this last part of her speech,
there are two features bound to disturb anyone who comes to it with
expectations formed by the last book of the Republic or by the Phaedo. In
the first place, for Diotima immortality is a prospect held out to the
philosopher and not to anyone else, except in the weakened sense of
survival in one’s children or one’s reputation.3® In the second place, not
even the philosopher or the philosopher’s soul is said to be immortal by
nature. Instead he becomes immortal. That he should become so is an
achievement and a reward.® The singularity of what Diotima says might
best be brought out by dropping into this context any one of a number of
statements taken from discussions of immortality found elsewhere in Plato,
s:'uch as abavarov 1) Yoy Tt éowker ewar (Phaedo 73a2), mavrds pailov
apa ... Yox7 &bavarov kai dvdAepov (Phaedo 106e9), Yuxn waca
abavaros (Phaedrus 245¢5), or vouilovres &bdvarov yuxnr (Republic
621c3). Placed anywhere in her speech, a statement that the soul is
immortal by nature would make it difficult for her to present immortality
as the special prize of the philosophic life. Because of this, a further step is
needed before we can say that Diotima’s doctrine of immortality is
compatible with what we find in the Phaedo, Republic, and Phaedrus.

35 Note especially Rep. 612e5-613b1, 614a5-8,
39 Accordingly, Hackforth, in his second look at the problem (trans. Phaedo, 20-21),
concedes it to be arguable that the soul of the philosopher-mystic is imperishable, but he
ﬁ‘x(')mxl:y denies thlshpoasibility for anyone else mentioned by Diotima.

or reasons shortly to appear, I think it misleading to translate yevéofar as “is.”
word used by Guthrie (390). ¥ L =i
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The step required consists in recognizing that Plato uses the opposi-
tion of Gvnrés and &favaros to convey two kinds of contrast. The differ-
ence is approximately what distinguishes “perishable/imperishable” from
“human/divine.” According to the first usage, the human soul, or at least
its rational part, is &8dvarov, whereas the body is fvnrdv. A statement of
the type &favarov 7 Yvx1, which assumes the meaning “imperishable,”
contains no ground of distinction between men and gods or between
philosophers and tradesmen. All can claim &favacia, but for some of
them imperishability will be a misfortune, because it will bring punish-
ment after death instead of reward. The terms, however, have another
use, occasionally found in Plato*! and common throughout Greek poetry,
in which they are applied to men or gods, individually or collectively,
rather than to bodies or souls. When they are so used, men are, generally
speaking, said to be fvnrol and gods &favaror. In contexts of this sort,
beyond telling us that men die and the gods do not, the words announce
a distinction which has implications of status, of comfort, and of well-
being. When used with the definite article, in the forms of 8vnrol and of
&6avarot, they even purport to state the essential distinction between
men and gods.*> This usage does not call into question the continued
survival of the soul. To say that men are fvyrol is compatible with say-
ing that after death their souls will exist in Hades, but in classical Greek
literature these dead are generally not envied.*3

The barrier that separates men and gods is crossed whenever the
gods intervene to make a mortal &fdvares. Immortality in this sense is
an accomplishment or a gift, and it normally implies happiness as well as
immunity from death. It is in this sense that Calypso offers to make
Odysseus immortal at Odyssey 5.209. A similar privilege is announced to
Menelaus at 4.561. Zeus makes Ganymede immortal in the Hymn to
Aphrodite (5.214), and Demeter intends for a time to do the same for
Demophon in the Hymn to Demeter (2.242). The list of mortals who
become immortal by divine favor also include Heracles, Aristaeus,

41 E.g., Laws 740a6, 901d8. A high proportion of examples in Plato are found in quota-
tions of poetry, e.g., Phaedrus 252b8, Rep. 386d1.

42 The contrast “human or animal vs. divine” is less apt to arise, but it occurs at Herodo-
tus 1.216 ad fin. in the form Bvmra vs. Beof. It is also implicit in Diotima’s opposition of
fymrov to Betoy at Symp. 208a7-8, in a context in which “what is mortal” refers to both
men and animals. This last passage also illustrates the fact that it is rare to find a use of
8ymrds or &Bdvaros in which the only reference is to perishability or one where the only
reference is to status. What is divine is imperishable, and what is imperishable is at least
akin to the divine (Phaedo 8la, Rep. 611e). But there are exceptions. At Laws 906a5, the
&Bavaros payy is simply a battle that never ends or “perishes.” There is also the anomaly
that at Hymn to Aphrodite 5.259 Ovnrol is so firmly established as a status term in the
sense “men” that it does not include the Nymphs, although they are mortal.

43 See Odyssey 11.488-91.
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Phylonoe, Iphimede, Ariadne, and Tithonus.* In such stories immortal-

ity is a gift of the gods reserved for the elect and particularly for those
whom they love.

The word &favdre at the end of Diotima’s speech is best understood
as an example of the second of these two uses of &6dvaros and in the
light of these legends about grants of immortality. Her use of yevéofau
rather than eiva: points to this interpretation,* as does her presentation
of immortality as a reward to the philosopher from gods who love him
rather than as a necessary attribute of the soul. Her speech is therefore
not about the imperishability of the soul at all, but rather about the
never-ending blessedness to be achieved through a life of philosophy. 46
Her conclusion implies that the philosopher’s soul is imperishable and is
consistent with a belief in the imperishability of everyone's soul, but
explicit references to the latter doctrine are not to be found in what she
says. They are, on the contrary, painstakingly avoided where it might
have seemed natural to introduce them. This evasiveness about a matter
that is so near to her topic is one aspect of the problem of interpreting

44 Odyssey 11.601-604 and Pindar, Nem. 167 . (Heracles); Pindar, Pyth. 9.63
(Aristaeus); Merkelbach-West, Frag. Hesiodea, 23.12 (Phylonoe), 23.24 (Iphimede, i.e.,
Iphigeneia); Hesiod, Theog. 849 (Ariadne); Hymn to Aphrodite 5218 ff. (Tithonus). In
several of these examples, d&6dvaros xat &yrpews is the formula for divine status, and its
abridgement is damaging to Tithonus. But &8dvaros by itself is sufficient at Odyssey
5.209 and Pindar, Pyth. 9.63.

At Euthyd. 289b Socrates hypothesizes an émoriun of “making men immortal.”

45 At Menex. 247d, abavdrovs . . . yevéabar is cited as a far-fetched example of a gift
one might ask of the gods on behalf of one’s children, and at Tyrtaeus 12.32 (West) a
mortal man yivera: &8dvaros in the figurative sense of achieving fame.

46 Cf. Bury’s comment that &favacia in 212a is a matter "not simply of quantity but of
quality of existence” (xlv, note 2).

There are some resemblances between Diotima’s way of speaking about immortality
and the language found at Tém. 90. In that passage man is described as a composite crea-
ture who by his actions can allow himself to become, as far as possible, mortal (Bvyre
ylyvesbai, 90b4-5) or to win a share, as far as possible, of immortality (peraoxeiv . . .
dbavacias [note aorist] 90c2-3). Immortality, so understood, is said at 90¢ to involve the
thinking of divine thoughts and to guarantee happiness. It seems also to be identified with
the goal of being lifted heavenward at 80a. None of this prevents Plato from using
dbavaros at Tim. 69c¢ ff. to identify a fixed attribute of one form of soul. Theaet. 176ab is
similar in content to Tim. 90, but the variation in wording is instructive, Here the
philosopher’s aim is to flee from earth to where the gods are and to become like god as far
as he can. The terminology of becoming immortal is here replaced by that of assimilation
to the divine or éuoiwots 8. Cf. Rep. 613bl.

Bluck, trans. Phaedo, 28, note 1, shows that the phrase “becoming immortal” is read-
ily reconcilable with the doctrines of the tripartite soul and reincarnation. In that context
“it will mean to become freed, through gradual purification and ‘unification,’ from the
cycle of death and reincarnation . . . .* This much is probably true, but it seems wrong to
speak of a possible “introduction of the doctrine of the tripartite soul” as a way to explain

the occurrence of the phrase at Symp. 212a, since Diotima says nothing about that doc-
trine or about reincarnation.
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her speech that must be recognized and accounted for. It is already
noticeable at 207e-208a. There, while saying that the states of the soul,
like the body and its parts, are perishable, she avoids saying whether this
is true of the soul itself. Later, at 210e, in describing the discovery of
absolute Beauty, she makes no reference to Anamnesis, a doctrine that
would compel her to refer to the disembodied soul. It would admittedly be
inconvenient to declare the immortality of the soul in a context in which
“immortality” is a term being used to identify an object of desire and an
achievement rather than a property of souls. But we should think twice
before saying that Plato could not have managed this without losing the
thread of his argument. The real reason for her silence on these points lies
in the literary form of her account. She has chosen a rhetorical structure in
which suspense is an important element. The reader is obliged to wait
until the end to see each element in her account of eros justified in its full
and literal sense: only the philosopher will possess that which is truly good
for himself forever. The most that one can say of the artisan or the
statesman is that through eros he attains what is good (more or less) for
himself (in a sense) forever (so to speak). We rise beyond this limited
fulfillment of eros in two parallel movements which occupy in succession
the closing section of Diotima’s speech (210a-212a). The first ends at
211ab with an account of the nature of absolute Beauty, the second at 212a
with an implied promise of immortality for the man who possesses it. This
climactic promise, introduced in the third of three rhetorical questions, is
actually withheld until the last phrase of her speech: a8avdrw xal ékeive.
To have stated at any point in the course of this long argument that the
souls of all men are imperishable would have been not only inessential to
its conclusion but rhetorically crippling. It would have raised prematurely
the possibility of a higher goal than children or fame and compromised the
development of the speech towards a climax.#” As it stands, Diotima’s

47 QOther reasons have been found for Diotima’s reticence, among them: “the difference
in atmosphere between Phaedo and Symposium” (Luce 140); the claim that a clear asser-
tion of the immortality of the soul before this audience would have required a long,
digressive proof (Bluck, trans. Phaedo, 29, note 1); the alleged irrelevance of that doctrine
in a speech which deals with man only as he is exposed to the deficiencies of earthly exis-
tence (Wippern 137-38). Of the last two it can be said that (1) Diotima says a great many
other things that she does not offer to prove, and (2) the fact that mention of the after-life
is avoided does not constitute a reason for its avoidance.

Dover argues that Diotima’s failure to mention the immortality of the soul is not
“important™; her recommendations are what they would have been if she had mentioned
it (“The Date of Plato's Symposium,” 20). Her silence is understandable “if Plato did not
think it would enter his readers’ heads that he disbelieved . ..." (ed. Symp., 149). He
adds that if we avoid expressing the immortality doctrine in the form (1) “T shall exist
when my body is dead” (which asserts the continuity of the individual) and choose instead
(2) "There is in me something which will exist when I am dead,” Diotima’s language at
207d1-8 falls easily into place. Leaving aside the interesting issue whether it falls more
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presentation, beginning at 207a, proceeds by measured stages from
animals to men, from survival through self-regeneration and physical
progeny to survival in fame, and finally to survival in the presence of

absolute Beauty. The last section, on philosophic eros, is itself built upon a
progression of stages.

The reason for this rhetorical structure of preparation th
stages, suspense, and final revelation is not far to szekp:;d has al;z:g:
been mentioned in this paper. Diotima is a mystagogue initiating Socra-
tes into the secrets of the philosophic life. At 210al she speaks of the
division of her argument as if it were a transition from one stage to
another of mystic revelation.*® This metaphor is a common one in Plato.
No reader can fail to notice how often he uses the language of mystery
religion in order to describe the practice of philosophy and the hopes of the
philosopher. Reasons can be found for this which do not require us to say
that Plato was an admirer of mysteries.®® Like the pdorat, Plato was
concerned with rewards and sufferings in the after-life. Moreover, his
conception of levels of achievement in the pursuit of knowledge, which is
presented systematically in the educational scheme of the Republic, and
which finds other expressions in the Symposium and elsewhere, has its

easily into place, I question whether (2) can be the preferred version in an account in
which the philosopher wins the love of the gods and immortality for himself,

48 The transition at 209e3 . is sometimes said to mark the boundary between Socratic
and Platonic doctrine, e.g., by F. M. Cornford, "The Doctrine of Eros in Plato’s Sympo-
stum,” in G. Vlastos ed., Plato, A Collection of Critical Essays, vol. 2 (Garden City 1971)
125 and 126, and by R. A. Markus, “The Dialectic of Eros in Plato's Symposium,” ibid.
134. Apart from the fact that Diotima’s presentation of her doctrine in stages can be
explained without assuming this, it seems to me impossible that Plato could have chosen
tht.! (:ontemptuous wording radra . . . lows, & Ldrpares, xdv ob uunbeins to make such a
point.

49 This is a contentious point. Guthric maintains that the mystery religions, and
cially the Orphics, “must be accepted as a major influence oy: mﬁ &oﬁight" (339).“?::
A. W. H. Adkins, “Clouds, Mysteries, Socrates, and Plato,” Antichthon 4 (1970) 23: "Plato
believed that a real philosophical truth was enshrined in such a use of language.” It is true
that mystery language is very common in Plato. What this proves, I think, is only that
mysteries were an important influence on Plato the artist. Their terminology provided
him with the resources for various light and satirical effects, including ridicule of the
sophists (Euthyd. 277de) and moments of mock-solemnity (Theaet. 155¢). It could, on the
other.hnnd. suggest in serious passages the importance and the difficulty of the philos-
opher’s quest. Apart from that, his references to the mysteries exhibit what Jeanne Crois-
sant.calls “un rationalisme impénitent,” in Aristote et les Mystéres (Liége-Paris 1932) 15.
In his subtle review of this question, A. Digs concludes that even in the mystery passages
of the Phaedrus we have the "traduction d’une doctrine tout intellectuelle . . . " (Autour
de Platon, vol. 2 [Paris 1927] 445-46). Detailed and balanced discussions can be found in
Paul Friedlinder, Plato, trans. H. Meyerhoff, vol. 1 (New York 1958) 71-84, and in Ed.
des Places, “Platon et la Langue des Mystéres,” Annales de la Faculté des Lettres, Unfto.
Afx 38 (1964) 9-23. Adkins’ case is convincingly dealt with by G. J. de Vries 1-7, and
gz. 82‘1 W. Hawtrey, “Plato, Socrates, and the Mysteries: A Note,” Antichthon 10 (1876)
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natural analogue in the levels of initiation of the mysteries. So it is without
straining 2 metaphor that Socrates can refer light-heartedly to his elenchus
as an initiation, at Meno 76e, or rebuke Callicles, who has been chafing at
his questions at Gorgias 497c, for seeking to be initiated into the Greater
Mysteries before the Lesser.% In the Phaedrus, in a more serious passage
(249c¢, 250bc), the vision of the Forms by disembodied souls and the
recollection of them in this life are both referred to as acts of
participation in the mysteries. In inventing Diotima’s speech Plato has
carried this literary artifice of mystic revelation to a point perhaps not
reached elsewhere.5! The occasion justifies Socrates’ display of rhetorical
virtuosity, and the audience of Athenians at the dinner party would
easily recognize its inspiration in the rules which governed such rituals as
the Eleusinian Mysteries. Initiation into these was by stages: the Lesser
Mysteries, the Greater, and within the latter the émomreia, the final
privileged revelation about which nothing certain is known except that
in the course of it something was seen. Diotima not only uses this
technical term in the form émomrika at 210al, but she justifies it by
using verbs of seeing ten times in the last eighteen lines of her speech.5?
What these Mysteries promised to their initiates was the friendship of
the gods and a happy life in the world beyond. That much is indicated
in as early a document as the Hymn to Demeter (2.480-89).5% Both
promises are found, appropriately, in the last two lines of Diotima’s
speech. Finally, her unwillingness to anticipate her conclusion before she
arrives at what she calls 7& éwomricd is a reflection of the Eleusinian rule
of secrecy. The strictest silence was enforced about the advanced rites
and particularly about the object of émowreia. Only late in the festival
and only to those properly prepared could the secret be revealed.
Diotima’s calculated evasions, though rhetorically effective, are more

50 Undeveloped brief references like these might suit non-Platonic contexts just as well,
De Vries thinks the one at Gorg. 497c may be semi-proverbial (6).

51 Lest we take the mystical form of Diotima’s speech more seriously than the philo-
sophic content, we should note that it has its boozy counterpart in the speech of
Alcibiades. The central portion of the latter, for all its genuine praise of Socrates, is a
parody of a mystery rite. The clearly marked transition from Lesser to Greater Mysteries
is assisted by wine (217¢1-4) and is accompanied by a command to the uninitiated to
withdraw (218b5-7; see Bury ad loc.). As in Diotima’s speech, what is revealed is an
dpijxavoy xdAdos (218e2), in this case ironically disparaged by its possessor. All this is
heard from a speaker whose reverence for real mysteries was highly suspect (Thucydides
6.28; Plutarch, Alctbiades 22).

52 See Kranz 446. How important the act of seeing was in the Eleusinian Mysteries is
brought out by N. J. Richardson ed., The Homeric Hymn to Demeter (Oxford 1974) 28,
and by M. P. Nilsson, Geschichte der griechischen Religion, 3rd ed., vol. 1 (Munich 1967)
661, See also 1. Linforth, Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries (Princeton 1961) 239 .

53 See also Sophocles, frag. 837 (TrGF); Pindar, frag. 137 (Snell-Maehler); Isocrates,
Paneg. 28.
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than the artifices of a rhetorician. They are also true to Plato’s metaphor
of mystery religion and to her assumed role of mystagogue. Like the
physician, the comic poet, and the tragic poet who spoke immediately
before him, Socrates, in inventing Diotima’s speech, has given it a style
and a structure that reflect the speaker’s profession.

54 Diotima has only vaguelydescribedcmdenﬁals(sheis'wiselntbesethingsandln
much else,” 201d). Her Mantinean origin, however, is usually thought to conceal a pun on
pavrcf, and it is mentioned with some emphasis at a solemn moment (211d1-2). It is
possible too that we are meant to think of her as capable of rising to the challenge impli-
cit in 206b9 (uavrelas . . . deirar). Joined with these mere suggestions is one accomplish-
ment: sb‘e secx!red for Athens a postponement of the plague through sacrifice (201d). This
was an auoifn rav Gvewdy, something which, along with reheral and pavrela, is expli-
citly said to be in the province of Eros, the mediator between men and gods (202e3-
208al). On all these counts she is daipovia in the sense of 203a3, i.e., skilled in such medi-
ation. The reference here to reXeral, a term commonly used of mystery initiations though
not confined to them, may foreshadow the role of mystagogue which she later assumes.
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