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   Philosophical Eroticism, or How Socrates Made Me a Man

                                           Vince Tafolla


   It is well established that Fifth-Century Athenian sexual practices were hierar-
chical. As Gordon 2012, 5 points out, ‘Reciprocal love between those of the same
age category was virtually unknown, and the distinction between activity and
passivity was highly important.’ Halperin 1990 describes the Athenian under-
standing of sexual activity as reflecting strict hierarchies—between man/woman,
citizen/alien, citizen/slave, man/boy, and so on—that structured Greek society.
‘Sex, in this system’, Halperin explains, ‘was not conceived as a collective enter-
prise…, but as an action performed by one person upon another; sex therefore
effectively divided, classified, and distributed its participants into distinct and
radically opposed categories (“penetrator” vs. “penetrated”)’ (1990, 226). This is
why the pederastic relationship was the focus of such intense concern in Classical
Athens. If sexual activity was a way of asserting one’s dominance, then to play
the passive role would be, as Foucault 1985, 216 puts it, ‘to bear the marks of
inferiority, submission to domination, and acceptance of servitude’, and for a
youth on the cusp of adulthood and citizenship that ‘could only be shameful’.1
   Plato’s portrayal of philosophical eroticism, however, is frequently treated as
making a decisive break with such hierarchical practices. Indeed, part of the
melancholy comedy of the Symposium is Alcibiades’ admission that Socrates has
managed to subvert the roles traditionally prescribed by Athenian pederasty. As
the older, presumably wiser and more established member of the erotic pair,
Socrates ought to play the role of the erastês (the lover), who pursues his erô-
menos (beloved) and seeks pleasure in his beauty while introducing his young
partner to the political and social world of Greek men. However, instead of being
pursued by Socrates, Alcibiades describes pursuing his older partner himself.
Alcibiades describes creating opportunities for them to exercise alone in the
gymnasium, inviting him to dinner, persuading him to sleep over, and so on, ‘as
if I were his lover and he my young prey’ (Symp 217c). Alcibiades even goes so
far as to propose an exchange of ‘me, my belongings, anything my friends might
have’ for Socrates’ wisdom (Symp 218b), which moves the relationship danger-
ously close to an economic transaction. Alcibiades, of course, is not an unprob-
     1 Foucault’s remarks here are uncharacteristically sweeping. He clearly shows that there were

ways for the beloved to submit to a lover with his honor intact, but this was a tricky situation. To sub-
mit too easily to ‘the inferior and humiliating position of a pleasure object of other’, he notes, ‘(could
be seen) as morally and politically incompatible with civic responsibilities and the exercise of politi-
cal power’ (Foucault 1985, 219). Indeed, the full citizenship of the boy and of the adults in his life
could be risked if he was suspected of submitted to a lover’s advances for money or material advan-
tage (Dover 1989, 20).
2

lematic representative of philosophical eroticism. His understanding of his rela-
tionship with Socrates is dogged by misinterpretations,2 but, even if he does not
wholly understand it, Alcibiades’ testimony illustrates how the philosopher dis-
rupts conventional eroticism.
    An important aspect of the philosophical reformulation of eroticism that
Alcibiades arguably evinces, is anteros, which is when the beloved falls in love
with his lover, returning his eros.3 In Halperin 1986 and 1990—two articles that,
along with Dover 1989, have become touchstones for those working on philo-
sophical eroticism and Greek homoeroticism—anteros is placed at the center of a
forceful argument for philosophical eroticism’s non-hierarchical quality.
Halperin argues that Plato’s conception of philosophical eroticism breaks from
conventional Athenian pederasty because it treats the beloved as experiencing
erotic desire for the lover.4
    In what follows, I question the portrayal of philosophical eroticism as non-
hierarchical, arguing that Halperin is wrong to extrapolate from reciprocal desire
an egalitarian characterization of Platonic Love. Focusing on Socrates’ descrip-
tion of the lover’s relationship with his beloved, I argue that the lover is consis-
tently portrayed as the more active partner, whose greater self-knowledge
enables him to interpret and give form to his beloved’s desire and, ultimately, to
his beloved’s character. Thus, rather than marking equality, anteros occasions
the lover’s hierarchical intervention into the erotic life of the beloved.
    This is not to say that philosophical eroticism is uniquely hierarchical nor does
it imply that such hierarchy is unjustifiable. Rather, it is analogous to Greek ped-
erasty and most pedagogical relationships in that it grounds such hierarchy in an
epistemic division. Knowledge distinguishes teacher from student. Just as the
mathematician claims an authority regarding numbers over her introductory stu-
dent, so the philosophical lover claims an insight and authority over his or her
beloved. This is a familiar, pedagogical hierarchy. Something that distinguishes
it from other pedagogical situations, however, is that the knowledge the philo-

      2 The reason that Alcibiades cannot act as a spokesperson for philosophical eroticism is best

described by Kofman 1998, 23: ‘What Alcibiades finds…(intolerable) is the permanent sense of
shame aroused in him by Socrates and Socrates alone… Alcibiades’ sense of shame is intolerable to
his fragile narcissism because it brings to light his divided inner state.’ However, rather than seeking
to reconcile himself with the ethical commitments that inspire his shame in the face of Socrates,
Alcibiades flees from Socrates and turns his back on himself. Ferrari 1992, 262 also describes Alcibi-
ades’ failure in light of Diotima’s speech: ‘Instead of loving wisdom, he falls in love with the wisdom
lover—exactly the danger Diotima attempts to exclude from her ladder of love by banishing individ-
uals from the center of attention when the rung of philosophy has been reached’ (cf. Nussbaum 2001,
197; Stephens 2011, 179; Scott 1996)
     3 While the term anteros does not appear in the Symposium, it is worth noting that Alcibiades

does exhibit something like it. However, this question is not central to my argument.
     4 Halperin 1986, 64; Halperin 1990, 265. An indication of the ongoing influence of Halperin

1986 can be gleaned from the fact that, as of February 2017, it continues to be downloaded a couple
of dozen times or more every month, which puts it in the top 20% of the most downloaded papers that
Philpapers tracks.
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sophical lover claims and seeks to foster in his or her student is self-reflexive.5
That is, whereas the mathematician teaches the student about a subject that is dis-
tinct from him- or herself, Plato’s philosophical lover claims to teach his or her
beloved students who they are and what they desire based upon the philosopher’s
own self-understanding. Thus, the domain of knowledge that is relevant to this
relationship is much more intimate than other forms of expertise. Student and
teacher both form the subject matter. The intimacy of this form of knowledge and
the difficulty of achieving self-knowledge warrants scrutinizing the power
dynamic at work in philosophical eroticism carefully lest such teaching turn into
subtle forms of coercion.6
   Much of my analysis is in explicit dialogue with Halperin’s argument for the
egalitarian nature of philosophical eroticism. It should be understood, however,
that I take him as representative of a larger approach to the problem of Platonic
Love. Numerous arguments, many of which are directly indebted to Halperin,
have read anteros as signaling that philosophical eroticism is an egalitarian prac-
tice. Foley 1998, 50, for instance, doubles down on Halperin’s claim that Plato
draws anteros from the domain of female eroticism, because it is ‘the only cul-
tural precedent for the kind of pointedly less hierarchical and more egalitarian
erotic reciprocity shared by Socrates’ lovers’. Much of Foley’s treatment of the
Phaedrus can be understood as an extension of Halperin’s argument that femi-
nine eroticism provided the model for philosophical eroticism. Foley goes even
further. Examining the Sapphic subtext in the Phaedrus, she contends that it is
specifically female homoeroticism, as opposed the to feminine experience of het-
erosexual eroticism, that Plato draws on, though the concept of anteros would
have been available from either context as Keller 1985, 32 recognizes: ‘Given the
restrictions…on acceptable forms of desire in men… The only imaginable model
that might have offered an instance of reciprocal consummated sexuality, not
automatically evoking aggression and inviting domination would have been
female homosexual experience or from a female perspective on heterosexual
experience.’ In addition to being more cautious regarding the cultural origins of
anteros, Keller is also a bit more careful in her description of how reciprocity
changes the relationship. While ‘desire and constraint are more equally dis-
tributed’, she writes, ‘(the relationship) continues to suffer from its own internal
inequalities’ (Keller 1985, 29). Unfortunately, most of Plato’s readers are not so
careful. Unlike Keller, Sheffield 2011, 260 joins Foley and Halperin in inferring
from the reciprocity of desire that ‘the relationship is equal’.7
     5 Gerson 2003, 30 argues that even knowledge of the forms, which might seem to constitute a

separate subject from the soul, needs to be understood as self-reflexive.
     6Socrates testifies to the difficulty of self-knowledge when he refuses Phaedrus’ question
regarding the truth of the Boreas myth. ‘I can’t as yet “know myself,” as the inscription at Delphi
enjoins, and so long as that ignorance remains it seems to me ridiculous to inquire into extraneous
matters’ (230a). What self-knowledge might consist of is widely contested, but that it poses a central
problem for Plato is widely acknowledged.
     7 Cf. Russon 2000, 113-125. Russon not only stresses the reciprocity of desire in his conception

of philosophical eroticism, but he also agrees with Halperin’s descriptions of the ‘procreative’ nature
4

   Halperin 1986, 64 argues that, when situated in its historical context, the Phae-
drus’ conception of anteros (‘counterlove’) is quite radical. Establishing the
norm from which Plato departs, he writes, ‘In a conventional Athenian pederastic
relationship, the younger partner was not held to experience sexual desire but
was expected to submit (if indeed he chose to submit at all) to the advances of his
older lover out of a feeling of mingled gratitude, esteem, and affection (or
philia).’8 Quoting Dover 1989, he continues:
           In a homosexual relationship…the erômenos (i.e., ‘beloved’) is
           not expected to reciprocate the eros of the erastês (‘lover’):
           instead, the younger partner, if he behaves honorably, ‘does
           not seek or expect sensual pleasure from contact with an
           erastês, begrudges any contact until the erastês has proved
           himself worthy…, never permits penetration of any orifice of
           his body, and never assimilates himself to a woman by playing
           a subordinate role in a position of contact.’ With such rules in
           force…the hierarchical disposition of the roles enjoined upon
           homosexual lovers by Athenian moral convention gives rise…
           to a socially and psychologically asymmetrical relationship.
           (Halperin 1986, 65-66)
Against this backdrop, Halperin argues, we can understand what a profound
break Plato’s approach to pederasty represents. In terms of desire, Halperin is
undoubtedly correct, the attribution of anteros to the beloved breaks convention.
However, the development of anteros does not undo erotic hierarchies as
Halperin supposes. Instead, it occasions the interpretive activity of the lover,
which Ι argue, is what makes this practice hierarchical.
   It is in the palinode of the Phaedrus that Socrates describes the experience of
anteros:
           The stream of beauty turns back and reenters the eyes of the
           fair beloved. And so by the natural channel, it reaches his soul
           and gives it fresh vigor, watering the roots of the wings and
           quickening them to growth, whereby the soul of the beloved in
           its turn is filled with love. So he loves, yet knows not what he
           loves… And when the other is beside him, he shares his respite
           from anguish; when he is absent, he likewise shares his longing
           and being longed for, since he possesses that counterlove
           (anteros) which is an image of the love, though he supposes it
           to be friendship rather than love, and calls it by that name.9
           (255c-e)

of desire (i.e., that it changes who you are). However, unlike Halperin, he does not conclude that
philosophical eroticism is necessarily egalitarian.
     8 Halperin is glossing Xenophon’s Symposium 8.21, which stresses the boy’s lack of desire.

‘Untouched by passion when the other is in its sway…a youth does not share in the pleasure of the
intercourse as a woman does, but looks on, sober, at another in love’s intoxication.’
    9   I use Hackforth’s translation in Hamilton and Cairns edd. 1963, 475-525, unless noted.
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The beloved’s experience of anteros is couched in the same language of liquid
flows and quickening growth as describes the lover’s passion. Indeed, it is a
result of the beloved’s ‘stream of beauty’ overflowing the lover and returning to
its source. The beloved likewise experiences the wild swings between anguished
longing and respite at the lover’s absence or presence. Halperin is right, the
anteros the beloved suffers is very intense. This is not the mere ‘affection’ or
‘esteem’ that traditional pederasty attributes to the beloved. This is reciprocal
desire.
   Still, we must ask whether reciprocal desire necessarily undoes hierarchy. Can
we assimilate our account of the power dynamics of this relationship to the
account of desire as Halperin does? Boyarin 2006, 13 provides good reason to
doubt this. Underscoring the traditional use of anteros to describe the ‘feminine’
experience of desire, Boyarin argues that ‘Halperin’s idealizing reading of the
eros/anteros of philosophical dialogue’ is based upon an ‘idealizing reading of
heterosex…as mutual and egalitarian’. Boyarin reminds us that the realm from
which anteros is likely derived, heterosexual eroticism, was anything but egali-
tarian. Anteros was considered acceptable for a woman, because she was already
subjugated, so it was ‘natural’ for her to desire to be acted upon sexually by a
man. Foucault 1985, 216 makes a similar point, ‘As for a woman’s passivity, it
did denote an inferiority of nature and condition; but there was no reason to criti-
cize it…, precisely because it was in conformity with what nature intended’.
   Halperin wrongly transfers the reciprocity of anteros, which Socrates already
qualifies in terms of strength,10 from desire to the practice of philosophical eroti-
cism as a whole. The result is that Halperin portrays philosophical eroticism as
‘eliminating passivity altogether’ and ‘erasing the distinction between lover and
beloved’ (1986, 68). There is some truth to this claim, for the Phaedrus treats the
lover as fostering in his beloved a character and desire that mirrors his own. The
philosopher loves the forms and guides his beloved to love them as well, thus
making the beloved a lover like himself. In this sense, Halperin is correct, ‘both
members of the relationship become active, desiring lovers’ (1986, 68). How-
ever, there remains a crucial difference.
   Though the end of philosophical eroticism is marked by a convergence of
identities and a reduction of hierarchy, the transformation that it effects is not
instantaneous. This relationship has a duration during which the difference
     10 The beloved’s desire is ‘like the lover’s, yet not so strong’, Socrates says. This detail is prob-

lematic for Halperin, because it preserves asymmetry just where he thinks Plato overcomes it.
Halperin recognizes Socrates’ hedge, but attempts to explain it away, ‘The younger partner…is said
to return (the lover’s) desire—though more weakly, Socrates hastily adds in an effort to square his
account with contemporary moral standards’ (1986, 67). However, this explanation is not compelling.
Why should Socrates attempt to square his eroticism with contemporary practices? Why, in particu-
lar, would he try to tame the most ‘radical’ aspect of philosophical eros? This gesture seems even
more incongruous when one looks at the context. For in the discussion surrounding anteros, Socrates
repeatedly insists that the philosophical lover’s desire for his beloved removes him from the world of
the polis (249d, 249e). As the lover turns towards the forms he is said to ‘look down upon’ the world
of doxa and ‘various objects to which we now ascribe being’ (247d). Given this attitude towards the
city’s values, it is not clear why he would feel compelled to square anteros with its conventions.
6

between the two remains significant. The confusion of the beloved at this
moment is especially important, because it positions him as a student in need of
someone who can teach him how to better understand his desire. Thus, as Keller
1985, 29 observes, ‘The beloved learns about love from his older and wiser lover,
reflecting the other’s eros, but to a lesser degree…. (This) is not meant to dis-
solve the intrinsic hierarchy of the relationship; rather it provides the means by
which, within this hierarchy, the souls of both lover and beloved can be ele-
vated.’ If we attend to this, we might be more guarded in our interpretation of
anteros. Indeed, Halperin himself provides us with the resources needed to ques-
tion his conclusion. He describes philosophical eroticism and Greek pederasty
more broadly as initiation practices, and explains that they share with other male
initiation rituals, ‘the explicit ideological basis…that men are not born but made,
that boys will not become men through a natural process of unassisted growth,
but must be transformed into men by means of intricate machinations (including
sexual contact with grown men)’ (1990, 286). Of course, philosophical eroticism
excludes such contact. Nonetheless, on Halperin’s account, a reduction of hierar-
chy seems a typical result of such practices, so to determine whether a practice is
particularly hierarchical one must not look to the end but to the process itself.
The rest of my discussion characterizes that process by looking to the analogies
that Socrates uses to make sense of his erotic practice and by examining the prac-
tical terms in which he describes the erotic pair’s relationship.

      I. Signs of Hierarchy: Craft, Agriculture, and Erotic Transformation
   A closer look at the Phaedrus reveals problems with the egalitarian picture of
philosophical eroticism. Despite the reciprocity that anteros suggests, the text
continues to treat the relationship as hierarchical. Socrates not only invokes a
number of analogies that figure the relationship of the lover to his beloved as
hierarchical—positioning them as a hunter and his quarry, a craftsman and his
material/product, a farmer and his field/crop; but the practical terms in which
Socrates describes the relationship consistently depicts the lover as active, and
(pro)creative while depicting his beloved as relatively passive.
   The techne and agricultural analogies are particularly interesting for the way
they figure the beloved. Both represent the beloved not only as a result of the pro-
cess (as the artifact and crop) but they also put the beloved in process (as the
material and field). This double-figuring of the beloved forces us to think about
the time in which philosophical eroticism occurs, indicating how the beloved in
particular changes over the course of the relationship. Paying attention to these
analogies, then, can help us correct Halperin’s tendency to compress the time in
which the relationship unfolds.
   When Socrates describes the interaction between the lover and his beloved, he
consistently positions the lover as an agent whose action guides the pair’s trans-
formation. One gets a sense of this already when Socrates describes the ‘selec-
tion’ of the beloved. The lover not only ‘selects’ the beloved and initiates the
relationship (‘capturing’ him, as if he were his quarry, 253c), but the lover then
                                                                                                7

begins to act upon him.11 ‘So each selects a fair one…and even as if the beloved
himself were a god (the lover) fashions for himself as it were an image, and
adorns it to be the object of his veneration and worship’ (252d, my emphasis).
The lover is not simply active in the ‘selection’ of his beloved, but he is the agent
who acts upon and brings about changes in the beloved. The lover fashions an
image (ἄγαλμα τεκταίνεταί) in him, the lover adorns (κατακοσμεῖ) that image,
the lover worships and venerates it. In short, the beloved is consistently treated as
the object of the lover’s action. He is not an equal to his erotic partner.
   Techne and Eroticism. It is important to note the role that techne plays in
Socrates’ effort to conceptualize the erotic experience. He not only invokes the
vocabulary of techne when he describes the lover as fashioning an image in the
beloved (ἄγαλμα τεκταίνεταί), but this vocabulary consistently orients the lover
towards his beloved as a craftsman towards the materials of his craft. Perhaps this
should not be surprising. After all, Socrates’ concern in the palinode and in the
discussion that follows it is to develop an erotic and rhetorical techne. One can
detect a continuity that runs between Phaedrus and the Gorgias here. In the Gor-
gias, Socrates asserts his near-exclusive claim to an erotically-defined, political
techne and insists that an artist should be judged by his product (521d). Just as
one judges an architect by his buildings and a physician by his patients, Socrates
argues, one should judge a practitioner of the political art by his product, the citi-
zen (514c-516a). In that context, Socrates uses the techne analogy to test and dis-
miss Callicles’ claims that Pericles, Cimon, and others were accomplished
statesmen. The same basic assumptions remain in place in the Phaedrus, but
instead of the citizen it is the beloved who appears as the product of techne and
the lover as the artist. When the lover looks towards his god, he looks to him as a
model to be reproduced in the material before him (the beloved).
   The beloved, then, is figured as the material substrate that will be made to bear
the image of the god. There is, however, a new wrinkle in the way the techne
analogy is deployed here. The palinode claims that the lover and beloved both
have a ‘natural’ kinship to a shared god, so this activity should not be understood
as a wholesale imposition. The beloved is not some mute material, which will
support just any image. Rather, the techne analogy calls for the philosophical
lover to respect the ‘natural’ predisposition or character of the beloved. In the
celestial procession of divine and mortal souls that Socrates narrates, the lesser
souls are described as ‘becoming a likeness’ (εἰκασμένη) of the god they follow
(248a). Though this resemblance appears to be obscured as the soul’s desire is
diverted from the forms to the lesser goods that populate the sensible world, their
shared resemblance to the god becomes the basis of the lover’s desire for his
beloved. The lover is struck by the beloved’s ‘godlike’ appearance (251a,

     11 It was common for the erotic discourses of classical Athens to compare the lover and his

beloved to a hunter and his quarry (Dover 1989, 86). Socrates does not shy away from this when he
describes the beloved as being ‘captured’ (αἱρεθῇ, being seized) and then dwells on the ‘manner of
capture’ (253c, ἁλίσκεται δὲ δὴ ὁ αἱρεθεὶς τοιῷδε τρόπῳ). That said, this is not as extreme as
Socrates’ first speech, which compares the two to a wolf and a lamb (241d).
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θεοειδὲς), which he then seeks to cultivate. Thus, the lover is understood as help-
ing the beloved recover his true self, a self which has been more or less perverted
by its intercourse with the world. This development does something to mitigate
the hierarchical nature of the techne analogy, as it not only calls on the lover to
respect and restore the natural inclinations of his beloved but it also anticipates
the beloved becoming more active and self-determined, as he begins to follow in
the path of their shared god. It nevertheless continues to portray the relationship
as hierarchical as it calls on the lover to ‘instruct’ the beloved on how to under-
stand his desire and himself.
   As Socrates continues to describe the activities of his divinely inspired lovers
he begins to distinguish them by the god they followed. The reason for this is that
the lovers are driven to select and foster in their beloveds the characters of their
respective gods. That is to say, the lovers select as beloveds people whose erotic
commitments (broadly understood) mirror their own. However, regardless of
whom they followed, Socrates continues to describe their activities in terms that
extend the techne analogy. He does so by continuing to describe the couple’s
transformation as reproducing the image of the god: ‘(the lover) creates in (the
beloved) the closest possible likeness to the god they worship’ (253a); ‘(the
lover) leads him on to walk in the ways of their god, and after his likeness, pat-
terning himself thereupon and giving counsel and discipline to the boy… Bring-
ing the beloved to be every whit like unto himself and unto the god of their
worship’ (253b, my emphasis). Obviously, the transformation of the couple is not
exclusively understood on the model of techne. The talk of ‘leading’ or ‘walking
in the ways of their god’ does not easily fit into the schema of technical repro-
duction; though, this description does conceive of the pair’s activities as repro-
ducing the god’s motion. Regardless, Socrates’ ongoing references to
‘likenesses’, ‘patterning’, ‘copies’, reflections’, ‘images’, and originals organizes
his understanding of philosophical eroticism. This vocabulary not only structures
Socrates’ understanding of the erotic transformation according to the hierarchical
coordinates of techne, with the relations between model, craftsman, and mate-
rial/artifact (god, lover, and beloved) that model implies; but it also orients the
whole process around the reproduction of the singular character of the god. Thus,
this conception of philosophical eroticism aims to produce the same image or
character in the beloved and the lover both.
   Of course, as indicated above, the lover is also transformed by this process. He
‘pattern(s) himself’ upon the god, so that he can offer the beloved an image to
emulate. This complicates the hierarchy of philosophical eroticism, as it places a
standard above the lover, but it does not undo that hierarchy.
   The techne analogy does not offer a promising model for an egalitarian erotic
practice. Does the agricultural analogy fare any better?
   Agriculture and Eroticism. At the end of the dialogue, the palinode’s technical
descriptions of ‘fashioning’ and ‘patterning’ the beloved into an image of his god
are displaced by an agricultural analogy (276b-277a). During his discussion of
the propriety of writing, Socrates likens the dialectician (lover, philosopher) to a
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farmer, who needs to select a suitable soul/soil in which to sow his logoi/seed
(276c). This imagery is often read as signaling a more mutual and egalitarian
erotic practice. According to Howland 2003, 93, ‘the very depiction of (the
philosopher’s) words as seeds—as promising bits of potentiality that are, as it
were, nothing in themselves—underscores the primacy of the contribution of the
learner. The point is not to collect seeds or ideas, but rather to make something of
them. The process, moreover, is in practice…fundamentally open-ended’ (cf.
Nussbaum 1986, 217-220). This seems a far cry from Socrates’ claim in the Gor-
gias that the individual soul can be treated as the product of techne, as a building
is the product of an architect. Indeed, insofar as it extends the concern with
selecting a proper soul, it indicates a somewhat more active role for the beloved.
The beloved plays a role in ‘cultivating’ the potential of the philosophical lover’s
logoi.
   A more careful examination of this imagery, however, reveals that the rela-
tionship it figures is neither egalitarian nor open-ended. The agricultural analogy,
which combines the palinode’s references to the plantlike growth of the soul
(251a-b) and the techne analogy’s concern with the lover’s selection and fashion-
ing of his beloved, raises the question of how ensure the growth of both souls so
their potential is not squandered. However, the agricultural analogy assumes the
same basic hierarchies as the craft analogy. Whether the philosophical lover is a
craftsman in relation to the material of his trade or a farmer in relation to his
field, Socrates continues to treat him as an agent while figuring the beloved as the
material substrate that supports his (re)productive activities.
   This is not to say that the beloved has no role to play. If that were the case, the
philosophical lover would not be concerned with selecting the right one. Indeed,
the beloved is chosen because his desire—his inclinations, his character—mir-
rors the philosopher’s own. Ultimately, the point of philosophical eroticism is to
enlist the desire of the beloved in a project of self-transformation, so that he
comes to resemble his lover and their god. As much as I have stressed the relative
passivity of the beloved, it is important to recognize that his desire and activity
are essential. By stressing selection, the agricultural and technical analogies both
anticipate and make room for the beloved’s eventual activity. In pedagogical
terms, one might say that part of Socrates’ point is that the student needs to ‘put
in the work’ in order to discover or recollect his own erotic commitments rather
than blindly repeating the words of his teachers. Of course, we have seen that
Phaedrus is inclined to such repetition (228c). Even Socrates himself, if only
playfully, testifies to the danger of being colonized by the words of others.
Describing the genesis of his first speech, which he attributes to Sappho,
Anacreon et al, Socrates says, ‘There is something welling up within my breast,
which makes me feel that I could find something different…to say. I am of
course well aware it can’t be anything originating in my own mind…so I suppose
that it has been poured into me…from some external source’ (235c). What hap-
pens here is striking. Seemingly by its own agency (without reference to
Socrates’ will), a conventional discourse asserts itself to offer Socrates and Phae-
10

drus a way of interpreting their desire. In this moment, one gets a sense of what
an intractable problem self-knowledge is, even for philosophical eroticism. For if
Socrates is traversed by foreign discourses that tempt him to misinterpret his
desire, imagine the position of the beloved. The beloved is reliant on discourse
with another, his lover, in order to make sense of his own desire, but at the same
time, part of his task is to disentangle his desire from the shape it is given by the
discourses of others. This requires quite an effort from the beloved.
   So, Socrates’ concern with selection points to the essential activity of the
beloved. Nevertheless, the analogy continues to privilege the philosophical lover
over his beloved because the lover’s superior understanding of his own desire
puts him in a position to guide the development of his beloved’s erotic life. It is
worth repeating. This is not unlike other pedagogical relationships, where the
teacher’s knowledge (e.g., of math) puts him or her in a position of power over
the student, except that, given the subject matter (oneself), the consequences of
this hierarchy are much farther-reaching.12 Turning the question of the propriety
of writing into a question of where one’s discursive energies are best spent,
Socrates asks whether one should take writing or speech more seriously (276c).
Ultimately, the answer turns on the issue of control, for the choice between
speech and writing is about how one can assert control over the legacy of one’s
words. Should one, like ‘a sensible farmer’, Socrates asks, ‘sow his seeds in suit-
able soil, and be well content if they came to maturity within eight months’
(276b)? ‘(Or should one) plant them…in a garden of Adonis, and enjoy watching
it producing fine fruit within eight days’ (276b)? Obviously, the question implies
that one should not only be careful to select the proper field, but one should also
be there to tend to it.
   It is not surprising, then, that Socrates endorses orality (specifically, dialogue).
‘The dialectician selects a soul of the right type’, he explains, ‘and in it he plants
and sows his words founded on knowledge, words which can defend both them-
selves and him who planted them, words which instead of remaining barren con-
tain a seed whence new words grow up in new characters, whereby the seed is
vouchsafed immortality’ (276e-277a). The concern with cultivating the seed’s
potential condemns writing, for it requires a level of control that is lost in writing.
The problem is that once a written text is out of one’s hands, ‘(it) drifts…(and)
doesn’t know how to address the right people’ (275e). Moreover, once separated,
one cannot be there to answer for one’s words, as one could in an oral context. In
terms of the analogy, one’s ‘seed’ might not only end up in the wrong field, but
the author is also no longer there to foster its desired growth and prune the unde-
sired.
   There is, of course, an inescapable irony in that this is a written critique of

      12 I should clarify that I take the soul in the Phaedrus to be fundamentally erotic, so when I refer

to its desires and ‘erotic commitments’ I mean the broad range of activities and experiences (erga and
pathe) in which one is invested. In this context, I refer not only to the narrowly defined erotic experi-
ence and the sexual mores that govern them, but to any experience or activity that one values and the
conventional discourses that shape that sentiment.
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writing whose paternity is itself unclear. Was it authored by Plato, Socrates,
Thamus or maybe one of the other influences that have invaded Socrates over the
course of the conversation? Moreover, as Derrida has famously shown, the
speech/writing distinction itself is unstable. Much ink has been spilled on this
topic. However, whatever one makes of the status of this discourse, it remains
clear that when it comes to cultivating the potential of his logoi—and, indeed, of
his beloved—the philosophical lover takes the lead.
   It is the pair’s lingering asymmetry that necessitates and justifies the lover’s
intervention. Passive and penetrable, a conventionally feminine estate, the
beloved risks being overrun by desires that are ‘foreign’ to his natural inclina-
tions. The beloved needs the philosopher’s logos to order his desire. He needs the
philosopher’s logos in order to become a man—in order to leave behind the fem-
inine estate that allows for such intervention. Indeed, the agriculture analogy
itself is gendered. It was employed in the language of wedding ceremonies. ‘I
give you this woman for the plowing of legitimate children’, the bride’s father
would say as he gave his daughter to her husband (Halperin 1990, 282).13 It is
clear that Plato is borrowing the analogy from such traditional discourses, for the
agricultural analogy is used side by side and contaminated by references to
socially legitimate and illegitimate forms of sexual reproduction.
   With this in mind, one should temper claims such as Nussbaum’s that the
Phaedrus’ ‘plant imagery’ is symptomatic of a more mutual, egalitarian under-
standing of philosophical eroticism. Observing that ‘the lover of Diotima’s
ascent was…a hunter, out to immobilize the beauty of his object’, Nussbaum
2001, 216 argues that the Phaedrus moves toward a more mutual characteriza-
tion of this activity. ‘Now plant imagery is used to characterize the receptivity
and growth of the entire soul.’ However, while the hunting analogy is less promi-
nent here, the plant imagery is less idyllic than she implies. The agricultural anal-
ogy, which takes over the palinode’s references to the plantlike growth of the
soul (the watering and growth of its ‘roots’, 251a-b), raises the question about
how ensure the growth of both souls so that their potential is not squandered.
However, its answer assumes the hierarchical roles described above. Moreover,
while the beloved is not the target of violence per se (as he is when the lover is
figured as a hunter), this practice remains unequal. The beloved’s soul is the site
of a struggle in which he does not seem to act as the primary agent. He is entirely
passive, which is why Socrates insists on the need to choose a ‘suitable field’, but
one should guard against making too much of his contribution.
   One should also temper claims such as Howland’s that the plant imagery is
symptomatic of a more open-ended erotic practice. While the depiction of the
philosopher’s word as a seed does imply its open-ended potential, Socrates’ pref-
erence for oral discourse, specifically, dialectic, is driven by the philosopher’s
attempt to shape the future of his seed, his word and his beloved. This preference
is about power; it is actually about countering the too-open potential of the seed.
Howland is right, of course, the seed amounts to ‘nothing’ without its soil, but
    13   For more on the association between women and dirt, see Carson 1990, 135-169.
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that does not mean that the farmer and his field are equals. The concern over
selecting the appropriate soil indicates that the beloved has a role to play, but
Howland overstates the case. When he says, ‘the soul…(is) a seed…seedbed and
farmer alike; it is a working garden’ (Howland 2003, 91), and when he describes
the beloved as ‘collecting’ and ‘making something’ of the seeds, Howland con-
flates the lover’s and beloved’s roles. Seeds are not collected by the beloved.
They are sown by the lover. If there is a ‘working garden’, it is not contained
within a single soul. The functions of this garden are distributed asymmetrically
to different people. The image is not ‘a recognition of the autonomy of the soul’
(2003, 92).
    The philosopher and his logoi are figured as the active, generative agents of
change. The lover’s logoi give form to the field. In this, they resemble the logoi
that carry a foreign agency into Socrates, invading him and making him act inde-
pendent of his will in response to Phaedrus’ first speech. As the field becomes the
crop, in his beloved, the lover’s word becomes flesh. Insofar as these figurations
of the beloved portray him as the material support for the reproduction of the
philosophical logos, they lend support to Boyarin’s basic criticism of Halperin.14
‘The same relations of power and hierarchy’ that characterize traditional Greek
pederasty also characterize philosophical eroticism (Boyarin 2006, 17). The
lover is not depicted as mean or cynical in exercising such power, but that is
beside the point. Whatever his intentions, the lover plays the dominant role in the
relationship. Anteros does not change this.
    To be clear, acknowledging the existence of power does not require rejecting
it. Hierarchies can be justified. It is not unexpected that teacher/student relation-
ships involve some hierarchy, which is premised on the teacher’s superior knowl-
edge. However, given the specific qualities of self-knowledge—the difficulty
involved in knowing one’s self, our capacity for being led astray (or the difficulty
of distinguishing what is ‘one’s own’ vs. what is ‘foreign’ to oneself), and the
intimate nature of this form of knowledge and the demands that it creates)—the
hierarchy involved in philosophical eroticism invites extra scrutiny. The ten-
dency of Plato scholarship to disavow such hierarchy prevents us from honestly
evaluating the structures of authority that are set up within philosophical eroti-
cism. The particular danger of this is that it leaves unacknowledged relations of
power more open to abuse.


      14 By now my reader might object that this account of philosophical eroticism leans too heavily

on a specific interpretation of Plato’s analogies. Should these analogies be pressed in the way I press
them? Does not Plato wish for his reader to see the limits of the analogies that he uses? This is a fair
objection. However, it is worth pointing out that Plato invokes multiple analogies in Phaedrus, Sym-
posium, and Gorgias that converge in their portrayal of the beloved’s passivity. So, I think this inter-
pretation of Plato’s figures of speech needs to be taken as seriously as Howland’s, Nussbaum’s, and
others’ more idyllic readings. Further, insofar as these analogies also describe the primary activity of
the philosophical couple—dialogue, dialectic—we can also test them by asking whether there are not
more active and passive positions within that activity. The next section begins to take up this ques-
tion. For more on the power dynamics of dialectic, see Tafolla 2015.
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  II. The Philosopher’s Form-Giving Logos: Interpreting the Beloved’s Desire
   The development of anteros affords a crucial opportunity for the exercise of
the lover’s character-producing power. As Socrates describes the development of
anteros, he repeatedly notes the confusion of the beloved. ‘(The beloved) loves,
yet knows not what he loves; he does not understand, he cannot tell what has
come upon him’, ‘he cannot account for it, not realizing that his lover is as it
were a mirror in which he beholds himself’, ‘he supposes (his anteros) to be
friendship rather than love, and calls it by that name’ (255d-e, my emphasis). In a
few short lines, this passage could hardly underscore the beloved’s confusion
more. The beloved does not understand what he suffers. He is speechless, unable
to say what is happening to him, and, when he is not at a loss for words, he
applies the wrong words to the situation (calling his eros ‘friendship’, for
instance). He does not understand his desire, and so he does not understand him-
self.
   The beloved’s confusion justifies the lover’s intervention into his erotic life.
The lover’s logoi provide a crucial supplement for the beloved, interpreting his
desire and articulating its ends. The lover speaks when the beloved is speechless.
He corrects him when he applies the wrong words to his eros. Following the
anteros passage, Socrates continues to underscore the beloved’s confusion, say-
ing, ‘he has no word to say (ἔχει μὲν οὐδὲν εἰπεῖν), but swelling with desire for
he knows not what (σπαργῶν δὲ καὶ ἀπορῶν περιβάλλει)… He is minded not to
refuse to do his part in gratifying his lover’s entreaties’ (255e-256a, my empha-
sis). In this, we should discern hierarchy. Because of his confused state, Socrates
says, the beloved requires the lover’s logos to articulate the aims of his desire.
   One is almost tempted to say that the beloved needs the lover’s logos in order
to articulate an end for his desire and to act on it at all, but that may not be true.
When anteros is first described, the beloved is said to ‘(feel) a desire…to behold,
to touch, to kiss (his lover), to share his couch’ (255e), but philosophical eroti-
cism seeks to displace this physical orientation of desire. The lover’s ‘counsel
and discipline’ will redirect the beloved’s initial erotic intentions away from his
body and toward the forms (253b).15 The beloved must be taught to understand
and act on his desire differently. It should be clear, then, that the eventual love of
the forms is not the inevitable outcome of anteros. Extending Halperin’s descrip-
tion of other initiation rituals to philosophical eroticism, one could say that it
assumes that ‘men are not born but made, that boys will not become men through
a natural process of unassisted growth’ (Halperin 1990, 286). The beloved
requires the lover’s art and intervention. He requires the lover’s words. Thus, far
from undoing erotic hierarchies, anteros occasions the interpretive, character-
producing power of the lover. It is important to stress the far-reaching conse-
quences of this erotic practice. In the Phaedrus, as in the Symposium, the erotic
life of the soul is understood very broadly, so that it structures the erotic pair’s

    15   This is largely what the failure with Alcibiades in the Symposium consists of (Ferrari 1992,
262).
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whole way of life—including how they relate to one another, to their friends and
family, to the city, to their own bodies and even their professional lives (248b-e,
252c-253b).16
   This understanding of the aims of philosophical eroticism, I believe should
change the way we read Plato. In particular, it means that we should look to the
dialectic—the activity into which Socrates’ beloved is drawn—with the question
of whether the constraints that it imposes foster a particular understanding of
one’s desire and one’s self. Specifically, do the constraints of dialectic (and its
typical questions) work to redirect the beloved’s desire away from its initial
investment in a given set of embodied relationships (incorporating, for instance,
the beloved’s relation to his or her family, city, lover, and body) towards some-
thing else? How, in any case, is this initial set of erotic investments changed by
interpreting them as expressing a longing for the forms? How does dialectic sup-
port this interpretation, and how is the erotic life of the individual shaped by
dialectic? If, for instance, dialectical questioning continually pushes the inter-
locutor towards generalization and away from object- and context-specific con-
siderations, does this change the way the interlocutor understands and values his
or her body and the other erotic relationships that are bound up in those contexts?
   There is a tendency in Plato scholarship to treat Socrates’ dialectical question-
ing as if it were ‘fundamentally open-ended’ (Howland 2003, 92). Russon 2000,
124, for example, ascribes to Plato a ‘transformative epistemology’, which is
‘geared (necessarily) towards the soul’s coming to recognize its implicit commit-
ments. Eros is the demand that we be true to our own natures through being open
to the education’. Such formulations do well to underscore the practical conse-
quences of philosophical investigation. The ‘advance in knowledge’ that marks
the erotic pair’s dialogue is, ‘inseparable from a fundamental change in
behaviour’ (2000, 124). However, such abstract references to the soul’s ‘implicit
commitments’ obscures, among other concerns, the Platonic text’s persistent
devaluation of any effort to interpret and act on desire in a bodily manner. When
the Platonic text describes the body as a site of corruption and compulsion
(250c), and describes those who pursue sexual gratification as acting in ‘the fash-
ion of a four-footed beast’ (250e), it is worth spending more time evaluating the
‘implicit commitments’ of the practice of philosophical eroticism itself. A more
sustained effort to describe how philosophical eroticism shapes our understand-
ing of the erotic relationships in which we find ourselves would likely temper our
sense of how ‘open-ended’ this practice is. In the Phaedrus, in particular, the
beloved’s dependence upon his lover for an interpretation of his own desire risks
having a homogenizing effect, as it encourages the beloved to model himself on
his lover.
   Given the difficulty of ‘knowing oneself’, which is attested to by Socrates’
     16 Compare the Symposium, where Diotima argues that, like ποίησις, which can mean ‘poetry’ or

‘creativity’ more broadly, ἔρως also extends beyond its conventionally narrow application to ‘lovers’
to ‘every desire for good things or for happiness’, whether it is money making, love of sports, or phi-
losophy (205b-d).
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opening claim to not ‘yet know myself’ (230a) and the difficulty of distinguish-
ing one’s own words and desires from those of another (235c), is there not a risk
of the beloved distorting his own sense of self by interpreting his desires too nar-
rowly in terms of his lover’s? In particular, when a powerful teacher, like
Socrates, feeds someone like Phaedrus questions, does he not risk overwhelming
the latter and, perhaps unwittingly, imposing his own self-understanding on his
beloved? Further, if the beloved, as one whose character is a bit less definitively
formed, exhibits potential that could be cultivated in multiple ways, is there not a
risk that even as the lover fosters certain capacities, he will not also have an
abortive effect on others? This may be unavoidable. One cannot become every-
thing. Sacrifices must be made, but the myth’s use of a god to provide an image
of the couple’s ‘true self’ masks such sacrifices. These risks are heightened to the
extent that we refuse to acknowledge and evaluate the power dynamics of philo-
sophical eroticism.
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