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In Book 1 of the Laws, the main fi gure of the dia-
logue, the anonymous Athenian Visitor, defends 
the usefulness of banquets and wine consumption 

for citizens, oą ering his arguments in terms of (a) the 
benefi ts of banquets and drinking for the human soul 
(exercise in controlling emotions such as excessive 
courage, shame and hope), (b) the role of each par-
ticipant in a banquet according to their age, and (c) 
the circumstances under which a banquet can be or-
ganized in a morally acceptable fashion. Accordingly, 
in the Symposium Plato dramatizes his views on the 
aforementioned topics by means of a well-aimed and 
skillful theatrical design.1 The interlocutors from the 
outset agree upon the way they will consume wine;2

they constitute a heterogeneous group of people in 
terms of their age; and they demonstrate dią erent 
modes of conduct depending on their age and the 
excess of their consumption of wine. Finally, in the 
Symposium, too, the reader is led to the conclusion 
that banquets, under certain circumstances, can 
serve as a social context fertile in the production of 
philosophical ideas about ethical matters, in this case 
eros.   

It is a fact, though, that little attention has been 
paid to the Symposium’s close linkages with this 
‘manifesto’ about the proper organization of ban-
quets we fi nd in the Laws.3 In this paper, I endeavor to 
demonstrate that the similarities between the Sym-
posium and the Athenian’s normative agenda about 
banquets in the Laws should not merely be seen as 
sporadic thematic aĆ  nities; these connections are 
so close and so many that it can justifi ably be argued 
that in the Symposium Plato follows a system of val-
ues which we also fi nd in its entirety in the Laws. This 
training, I will argue, is inextricably related in Plato’s 
mind to the virtue of courage, the other part of which 
entails practicing keeping in check one’s fears in bat-
tle. Socrates, although not the most appropriate can-
didate for the position of a banquet’s head, undoubt-
edly resists more than anyone else in the Symposium
the “enemies” he confronts at the party and thereby 
emerges as not only the most moderate but also as 
the most courageous of all.         

1. Socrates and the qualities of the ideal head of a 
party

In the Laws, the Athenian argues that a party can be 
conducted in an acceptable way only if it is admin-

istered by a proper leader (Leg. 639a2–641a2), who 
is expected to possess the following qualities. First, 
he should not be swayed by the turbulence prevalent 
at a party due to intoxication. He should be calm and 
quiet, so that he can prevent the noise of the banquet 
from getting out of control (640c1–8).4 Second, the 
leader of a party is expected to be wise enough to be 
in a position to secure what is at stake on these occa-
sions, i.e. concord and love between the participants 
(Leg. 640c9–d2). One further prerequisite for the re-
alization of this goal is that the leader should remain 
sober. Although Plato does not explicitly say so, he 
certainly believes that the head of the banquet will 
avoid getting drunk if he has self-control. Last, the 
Athenian Visitor adds that the leader should be wise 
and old enough – if not the same age as himself, then 
at least not extremely young (Leg. 640d4–7).5

In the Symposium, the fi gure that possesses 
most of these qualities is unsurprisingly Socrates. 
Although he is certainly not as old as the Athenian 
of the Laws might have hoped him to be – he is fi f-
ty-three years old –, his age matches the age de-
scribed in the Republic as the most fi tting for those 
who wish to engage in philosophy (Rep. 540a4–c2), 
and the age propounded in the Laws as the prerequi-
site for someone who aspires to take on certain pub-
lic oĆ  ces.6 One further quality of Socrates that fi ts 
well with the portrait of the ideal leading banqueter 
of the Laws is his ability to remain calm and quiet. 
When the banqueters decide to praise Love in an or-
der that renders Socrates the last person to speak, he 
cheerfully accepts this decision and never interrupts 
his friends as they are speaking (Symp. 177c5–178a5). 
When his turn comes, he reveals that, while listening 
to his friends, he had serious objections to the spir-
it and content of their praises (Symp. 198a1–201c9). 
Nevertheless, he never intruded on their speeches to 
express his disagreement.

Socrates demonstrates one further virtue also 
mentioned by the Athenian in the Laws, i.e. his ability 
to remain unaą ected by the noise of drunken com-
panions. The fi rst relevant occasion is Alcibiades’ ar-
rival. Plato stages the scene of Alcibiades’ entry as 
a typical, rowdy moment of a banquet reminiscent 
of those we read of in the Laws. Alcibiades sudden-
ly knocks the courtyard door causing a loud clang, 
which is accompanied by the voices of other men and 
of the fl ute girl (Symp. 212c6–e3). The banqueters 
immediately hear the voice of Alcibiades, who is de-

Liotsakis, The Educational Merits of Banquets 



ELEPHANT&CASTLE  34 |  III/2024  |  ISSN 1826-6118

49

scribed as shouting (Symp. 212d4). Socrates’ sober, 
quiet and unruć  ed reaction to this noisy interruption 
is highlighted by being contrasted not only with Al-
cibiades’ boisterous conduct but also with the ease 
with which the rest of the banqueters are immediate-
ly infl uenced by Alcibiades’ entry and interrupt their 
discussion (Symp. 213a3ą .). Socrates does not even 
talk to Alcibiades and is so silent that the drunken 
Alcibiades realizes Socrates’ presence only when he 
sits next to him. But even then, Socrates speaks to 
him only after Alcibiades addresses him fi rst (Symp. 
213b6–d6). Furthermore, when Alcibiades teases 
Socrates for his alleged jealousy, the latter rebukes 
him and asks him to silence himself (Symp. 214d5). 

Socrates remains equally untouched by the par-
ty’s disorder, when further drunkards intrude on the 
gathering. While most of the banqueters forget their 
initial agreement to remain sober, get drunk and fall 
asleep, Socrates continues his discussion with Aga-
thon and Aristophanes until the morning of the next 
day (Symp. 223b1–d12). One may easily discern Pla-
to’s intention to create a sharp contrast between the 
disorder of intoxication prevalent in other parts of the 
party and the serenity of Socrates’ encounter with 
the two poets.7

Socrates manages not to be swayed by the fren-
zy of intoxication and partying partly because he is 
able to remain sober, an ability which brings him even 
closer to the image of the ideal leading banqueter of 
the Laws. When, at the beginning of the dialogue, the 
banqueters agree not to get drunk and to instead use 
wine merely as an accompaniment to their discussion, 
Pausanias stresses that Socrates would not have a 
problem whether they drank a lot (Symp. 176a1–d4). 
Pausanias does not clarify whether Socrates does 
not get drunk because he does not drink or because 
he can handle the eą ects of wine, but he probably 
means both.8 This view is confi rmed by Alcibiades’ 
statement when he urges the banqueters to drink. 
After drinking from a wine cooler, Alcibiades asks the 
servants to refi ll it for Socrates, explaining that this 
trick will not have any eą ect upon the latter, as he can 
remain sober no matter how much wine he is invit-
ed to consume (Symp. 213e7–214a5). That Socrates 
avoids getting drunk not only due to his immunity 
to wine but also due to his self-control in consum-
ing alcohol is also proved by Alcibiades’ story about 
Socrates’ unwillingness to drink wine in common 

meals during military expeditions (Symp. 220a1–6). 
Socrates’ self-control in wine consumption is part 

of his overall moderation in circumstances which 
could create temptations for other people. This 
quality is reminiscent of the Athenian’s ideal head 
of parties in the Laws. Furthermore, besides these 
aforementioned issues (serenity and self-restraint 
in conversations and drinking), Alcibiades’ laudatory 
story about Socrates foregrounds one further lev-
el on which Socrates is moderate, i.e. sexual desire. 
Socrates did not succumb to the temptation of hav-
ing sex with Alcibiades either when they had physical 
contact during their wrestling or when they slept to-
gether at Alcibiades’ house, with the latter sleeping 
naked next to him after having confessed his desire 
to be his lover (Symp. 217a2–219d2). According to Al-
cibiades, Socrates did not succumb to his fl irting due 
to his self-control (Symp. 219d5: σωφροσύνην). 

Alcibiades’ assumption entails, of course, that 
Socrates was sexually attracted to him and, conse-
quently, that he resisted not due to total absence of 
sexual desire but due to his ability to control his de-
sire. Although Socrates nowhere in the dialogue ad-
mits that he ever wished to have sex with Alcibiades, 
we should nonetheless not hasten to take Alcibiades’ 
conviction that he attracted Socrates as refl ecting 
his arrogant over-confi dence. For, although Alcibia-
des repeatedly provokes Socrates to deny anything 
he is saying (Symp. 214e6–215a3; 215b7–8; 216a2; 
principally 217b1–3 and 219c2), Socrates never does 
so. Furthermore, when Alcibiades, according to his 
own story, asked him to take his time and think about 
the possibility that they become lovers, Socrates, 
without denying that he was attracted by Alcibiades, 
agreed that they should take their time and consider 
this possibility (Symp. 218c7–219b2). Socrates’ mod-
eration in the Symposium is manifested, in my view, 
as some kind of resistance to the attraction he feels 
for Alcibiades, an attraction which he, if not accepts, 
at least never denies.9

2. The education of young intoxicated men by lead-
ing banqueters like Socrates

Both in the Symposium and the Laws, Plato is par-
ticularly interested in the benefi ts a young man can 
earn from his interaction with virtuous men like 
Socrates within the context of a banquet. Even more 
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importantly, in both dialogues these benefi ts are prin-
cipally the following two: (a) the young man is taught 
by the older man how to control himself whenever he 
falls victim to shamelessness due to intoxication; (b) 
the young man learns that the real goods not only for 
himself but also for everyone else are wisdom, mod-
eration, justice and bravery and that, on the contra-
ry, health, strength, beauty, wealth and honors, al-
though highly valued by many, come second to the 
aforementioned ethical virtues. 

In the Laws, the Athenian argues that young men, 
and actually all men, drink a lot and thereby loos-
en their shyness in terms of what they both do and 
speak. The role of the party’s head is, inter alia, to 
teach intoxicated young men how to control them-
selves and resist their shamelessness, which makes 
them say and do things that they would avoid were 
they sober. The Athenian adds that the proper or-
ganization of a banquet and the proper management 
of intoxication may also contribute to the right edu-
cation of the citizens (Leg. 645d4–650b10). Part of 
this education lies in that young people are trained 
to desire or not desire those things which are pre-
scribed by reason (Leg. 643b4–644b4), and to prior-
itize the virtues of wisdom, moderation, justice and 
bravery over lesser goods such as health, strength, 
beauty, wealth and honor (Leg. 631b3–632d7; espe-
cially 631c1–5: […] μὲν ἐλάττονα […] μὲν ὑγίεια, κάλλος 
δὲ δεύτερον, τὸ δὲ τρίτον ἰσχὺς εἴς τε δρόμον καὶ εἰς 
τὰς ἄλλας πάσας κινήσεις τῷ σώματι, τέταρτον δὲ δὴ 
πλοῦτος and 631c5–d1: ὃ δὴ πρῶτον […] ἡ φρόνησις, 
δεύτερον δὲ μετὰ νοῦ σώφρων ψυχῆς ἕξις, ἐκ δὲ τούτων 
μετ' ἀνδρείας κραθέντων τρίτον ἂν εἴη δικαιοσύνη, 
τέταρτον δὲ ἀνδρεία).

Both these benefi ts, resistance to shamelessness 
and proper evaluative prioritization of mental, physi-
cal and societal goods, are highlighted in the Sympo-
sium by the way Plato dramatizes Socrates’ interac-
tion with Alcibiades. Also, both themes are touched 
upon before Alcibiades’ arrival, in some preparato-
ry statements found in the banqueters’ encomia of 
Love. As far as shamelessness is concerned, at the 
beginning of the Symposium Phaedrus notes that 
lovers are always ashamed to do and say disgrace-
ful things in their beloveds’ presence (Symp. 178d4–
179b3). It has been rightly noted that this statement 
prepares us for the shame Alcibiades will later con-
fess that he feels in Socrates’ presence.10

Besides, however, this cross-reference, I would 
like to draw attention to one further, unnoticed, nar-
rative seed of the dialogue with regard to Alcibiades’ 
comments about Socrates’ impact upon his psy-
chology.11 This is the short conversation of Socrates 
and Agathon after Aristophanes’ speech (Symp. 
194a1–e3). Socrates worries that Agathon’s imminent 
speech, along with all that has been said by the other 
banqueters, will leave him with nothing to add about 
Love. Agathon complains that Socrates is trying to 
disquiet him by enhancing his audience’s expec-
tations of what he is to say. Socrates answers that 
it is not reasonable for him to be afraid of speaking 
in the presence of a handful of people after having 
performed his tragedies in front of thousands of 
Athenians. Agathon responds that he fi nds it harder 
to speak in front of a few wise men than many un-
educated ones. And at this point Socrates introduc-
es the issue of shame; he asks Agathon if he would 
be ashamed to do something bad only in front of a 
few educated men, or in front of the many as well. 
While Agathon is ready to be sidetracked by Socrates’ 
questions, Phaedrus interrupts and asks him to re-
turn to their purpose, the encomium of Love. In this 
short interlude between Aristophanes’ and Agathon’s 
speeches, Plato discreetly returns to a subject which 
has already been introduced by Phaedrus and will lat-
er turn out to be a distinctive feature of Alcibiades’ 
relationship with Socrates, i.e. the sense of shame.

Let us now move on to Alcibiades’ statements 
about his shame in Socrates’ presence. Alcibiades 
admits that Socrates, both through his ethical ad-
monitions and his modus vivendi, makes him feel, 
even in an intoxicated condition, something that he 
would never expect himself to feel: shame (Symp. 
216a8–c3). What matters is that Alcibiades makes 
this confession while drunk (Symp. 212d4; 212e9; 
214c7; 215d7; 217e3) and therefore in a mood to say 
and do things which he would (perhaps!) avoid were 
he sober. When he announces his decision to nar-
rate the story about how Socrates had once rejected 
his eą orts to seduce him, Alcibiades admits that he 
would not share his experience were he not under 
the infl uence of wine (Symp. 217e3). In the Symposi-
um, Alcibiades serves as the dramatized paradigm of 
the intoxicated young men who are described in the 
Laws as not being ashamed to do and say things due 
to their intoxication. 
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Even more importantly, Alcibiades does not mere-
ly present himself as an individual whose shame is 
lessened due to intoxication; he also sketches him-
self as someone who is shameless anyway (Symp. 
216a8–b3). Consequently, in fashioning himself in 
such a way and being in an intoxicated condition, Al-
cibiades emerges as the most diĆ  cult challenge for 
any virtuous banqueter who would endeavor to instill 
in intoxicated young men the slightest modicum of 
shame. The fact that shame is the very fi rst emotion 
which such a man (and in such a state of mind) as-
serts that he feels in Socrates’ presence underlines in 
the reader’s mind the great ethical value of Socrates’ 
psychological eą ect on his friends.12

On the other hand, it may be argued, Alcibiades 
is not ashamed as much as he is claiming to be.13 He 
says whatever comes to his mind and draws the rest 
of the banqueters into the turbulent atmosphere he 
has already created even with his very fi rst knocking 
on Agathon’s door. Nonetheless, even Alcibiades’ fi rst 
reaction once he realizes that Socrates is present, 
seen in the light of how uncomfortable he claims to 
always feel in Socrates’ presence, may be interpret-
ed as a spontaneous and genuine expression of this 
shame before his teacher. As already mentioned, 
Socrates is silent as Alcibiades enters the party; the 
latter notices his presence only when he sits beside 
him, and his very fi rst words to him are the following: 
“Heracles! What’s this! Socrates here! Lying in am-
bush for me again, suddenly appearing as you usu-
ally do where I least expect you to be” (213b8–c2). In 
essence, his whole confession about the shame he 
feels in front of Socrates and about his wish to make 
him disappear from the places he himself visits helps 
us explain this fi rst reaction.14 In the Symposium, Pla-
to dramatizes the relationship between a virtuous 
banqueter and a drunken young man in a way that 
helps us apprehend in what sense the modest head 
of a party is meant to elicit the shame of their young-
er intoxicated companions. 

Alcibiades is ashamed before Socrates because 
he is forced by him to realize that everything he pur-
sues in his life (honor, wealth, power) is worthless 
compared to what he should pursue but he does 
not (moral virtues) (216a8–c3). And exactly at this 
point we may discern one further point of accord-
ance between the Symposium and the Laws. As we 
have seen, the Athenian Visitor claims that both the 

teachers and the laws of a city should teach the citi-
zens that there are two kinds of goods for men: (a) the 
divine goods, which are the virtues of the soul and 
specifi cally wisdom, moderation, justice and brav-
ery; (b) and the mortal goods, namely health, beauty, 
strength, wealth and honors (631b3–d7). When the 
Athenian argues that the proper organization of ban-
quets and the proper management of intoxication 
can contribute to the ethical education of young indi-
viduals (641b3–c7), he leads us to the conclusion that 
banquets and intoxication may help people, inter alia, 
to realize and understand the dią erences between 
these two kinds of goods and to pursue the divine 
ones, and this is exactly what Socrates is described 
in the Symposium as helping Alcibiades realize.

Similarly to the issue of shamelessness, this 
theme, too, is introduced for the fi rst time long be-
fore Alcibiades’ arrival. Already in the fi rst encomium 
of Love, Phaedrus introduces the dią erence between 
moral virtues and material goods. For Phaedrus, there 
is nothing better for a young man than a virtuous lov-
er. A righteous erotic partner can oą er the young be-
loved benefi ts that cannot be gained from any kind of 
wealth or honors (178c3–d1).15 Similarly, in the second 
speech about Love, Pausanias maintains that a virtu-
ous love is never motivated by political and fi nancial 
expediency. All this, i.e. beauty, wealth and honors, 
is temporary in contrast to the virtues of the soul, 
which are eternal (182d5–183b5; 183d3–e6; 184a7–
c3). This antithesis, similarly to the one we fi nd in the 
Laws between divine and mortal goods, foreshadows 
the evaluative prioritization of goods which Alcibia-
des will later on admit that he is led to by Socrates.16

Dią erently to Phaedrus and Pausanias, Alcibia-
des does not refer to virtue merely in a vague way; 
he talks specifi cally about those virtues which the 
Athenian Visitor also addresses in the Laws. Alcibia-
des believes that Socrates, although he seems to act 
as a satyr and to be swayed by his desire for beau-
tiful youths, has true self-control (216d2–7 with d7: 
σωφροσύνης) and does not care if someone is hand-
some, rich or receives any other kind of honor in so-
ciety (216d7–e2: οὔτε εἴ τις καλός ἐστι μέλει αὐτῷ οὐδέν 
[…] οὔτ’ εἴ τις πλούσιος, οὔτ’ εἰ ἄλλην τινὰ τιμὴν ἔχων 
τῶν ὑπὸ πλήθους μακαριζομένων). Alcibiades creates 
the same contrast which we read of in the Laws and, 
what is more, in the very same way, i.e. by charac-
terizing the moral virtues as divine. For, in his view, 

Liotsakis, The Educational Merits of Banquets 



ELEPHANT&CASTLE  34 |  III/2024  |  ISSN 1826-6118

52

Socrates takes wealth, beauty and honors to be in-
signifi cant, while he himself characterizes Socrates’ 
moral virtues as divine, golden, extremely beautiful 
and admirable (215b3: ἀγάλματα θεῶν; 216e6–217a1: 
ἀγάλματα […] θεῖα καὶ χρυσᾶ εἶναι καὶ πάγκαλα καὶ 
θαυμαστά; cfr. Leg. 631b6 – 7: διπλᾶ δὲ ἀγαθά ἐστιν, τὰ 
μὲν ἀνθρώπινα, τὰ δὲ θεῖα; 631c6: τῶν θείων).17 Apart 
from moderation, Alcibiades also adds the rest of the 
moral qualities we read of in the Laws, as he admits 
that he admires Socrates’ courage, wisdom and en-
durance (219d5–7: σωφροσύνην καὶ ἀνδρείαν […] εὶς 
φρόνησιν καὶ εἰς καρτερίαν).

Socrates is sketched as choosing these virtues 
over beauty, power and honors also in Alcibiades’ 
analepsis about how Socrates managed to resist 
his fl irting. Alcibiades attempts to seduce the old-
er man by means of a mortal good, bodily strength. 
He invites Socrates to wrestle with him, hoping that, 
while in physical contact with him, Socrates will feel 
some kind of sexual desire for him. Nonetheless, 
Socrates remains unaą ected by Alcibiades’ provoca-
tions (217b7–c4). Alcibiades then tries to entice him 
by implying that to oą er himself sexually to him is a 
great honor. Alcibiades explains to Socrates that he 
thinks it fair to choose him as a sexual partner be-
cause Socrates, due to his incomparable virtue, is 
worthy of this honor more than anyone else. Socrates 
is not cajoled by Alcibiades’ fl attery and answers that 
Alcibiades is too young to know who is really virtu-
ous and who is not (218b8–219b2). After this failed 
confession, Alcibiades tries to seduce Socrates using 
one further mortal good we fi nd in the Laws, beauty. 
He takes oą  his clothes and reclines next to Socrates, 
but the latter is not swayed by this either (219b3–d2). 
The whole story about Alcibiades’ suit to Socrates 
aims at teaching the reader that Socrates is the ideal 
candidate for teaching, both through his admonitions 
and his behavior, intoxicated young men about the 
superiority of virtues such as moderation, cleverness, 
endurance and wisdom over beauty, strength, wealth 
and honors. This ability of Socrates could also make 
him the ideal candidate for the duty of heading a par-
ty (but see next section).

3. Socrates’ courage in the sympotic battlefi eld of 
temptations

These similarities between the Symposium and the 

Laws concerning the way Plato invites the reader 
in both cases to assess the participants in a party 
show, if anything, that the Athenian’s sketch of the 
ideal banquet in the Laws may legitimately serve for 
us, despite its signifi cant temporal distance from 
the Symposium, as a reliable prism through which 
to examine how Plato invites us in the Symposium
to assess the didactic value of this fi ctional gather-
ing. I use this last section as a conclusion, in which 
I analyze the verdicts we are led to in the Symposi-
um in this respect. Second, I use the Laws as a basis 
on which to draw attention to a relatively neglected 
message Plato wished to convey in the Symposium, 
a message about Socrates’ self-control as part of his 
courage. 

To begin with the issue of how we are invited to 
assess the didactic value of the party described in 
the Symposium, we may discern one further con-
nection with the Laws. The Athenian Visitor admits to 
his friends that even he has never attended a party 
taking place in a perfectly proper way. He has merely 
encountered banquets that were only partly benefi -
cial for the participants (639d5–e3). Of course, the 
Athenian, speaking of acceptable moments of ban-
quets, probably refers to occasions on which he had 
discerned elements congruent with his own ideal 
banquet (perhaps sober and quiet leading banquet-
ers, intoxicated young men who managed to con-
trol themselves, etc.). However, the point is that the 
Athenian by no means idealizes current parties; he 
does not argue in favor of them based on their ‘glo-
rious’ pre-history but out of optimism about their 
promising, in his view, educational potential, provided 
that they are administered in a way he himself fi nds 
to be right.

In the Symposium, Plato leads us to similar spec-
ulations about the fi nite benefi ts of a banquet both 
on a level of what is said and what happens. Re-
garding the views expressed by the characters, the 
fi rst fi ve laudatory speeches about Love admittedly 
combine views that Plato would fi nd reasonable and 
rhetorical exaggerations and syllogistic stumbles. On 
the one hand, Gorgias’ and Lysias’ rhetorical typolo-
gies may help Plato caricature Phaedrus’ and Agath-
on’s speeches, but on the other, both speakers put 
forward views consistent with Socrates’ defi nition of 
Love and Alcibiades’ laus of Socrates. This is also the 
case with the speeches of Pausanias, Eryximachus 
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and Aristophanes.18 However, if this view holds true 
– and, in my opinion, it does – the following question 
then arises: why did Plato wish to compose fi ve prais-
es of Love which are partly fl awed and, in a fi nal anal-
ysis, with all their merits, inadequate?

One of the most popular answers to this question 
has been that Plato wished to present Socrates as 
remedying his friends’ oversights through his narra-
tive about his conversation with Diotima about Love.19

At the same time, however, the combination of truth 
and falsity in the speeches preceding Socrates’ anal-
ysis may receive one further explanation if examined 
along with the more general question of what mes-
sage Plato wished to convey about the potential of 
banquets not only in terms of what is said but also of 
what takes place at them. Precisely at this point the 
Laws can be of great help. In my view, Plato’s choice 
to foreground the co-existence of mistakes and valid 
views in the speeches about Love is part of his gen-
eral intention in the Symposium to lead us to the con-
clusion which is also expressed by the Athenian in the 
Laws: what is said and done at a banquet is normally 
doomed to be only partially acceptable. 

Socrates possesses, as we have seen, the desired 
qualities of the Athenian’s ideal leading banqueter; 
however, he also demonstrates features which ren-
der him inappropriate for this duty. With all his un-
remitting focus on his own self-control and on ed-
ucating his friends, Socrates appears to be indią er-
ent to a banquet’s perfect organization. His serenity 
should be seen as a rather introverted choice and is 
not manifested as an eą ort to impose control over 
noise in the entire banquet.20 With the same indią er-
ence he approaches the turbulence caused by Alcib-
iades and his friends and by the second festive wave, 
which leads to the total dissipation of the gathering. 
He attends to all this without doing anything to pre-
vent the interruption of the discussion about Love. 
He does not even care if he will be at the banquet 
from the very beginning, wasting time in a neighbor’s 
porch. Nonetheless, despite his indią erence in all 
this, Socrates should take the credit for some serene 
highlights of the banquet, which suggest certain fac-
ets of the Athenian’s normative approach to parties 
in the Laws. Whoever (Agathon and Aristophanes) re-
mains with him enjoys a calm and sober discussion. 
Socrates is presented as possessing elements which 
could render him the ideal leading banqueter, but at 

the same time as being prevented from becoming so 
by humbler factors, such as wine consumption, the 
drunkenness of his companions, and their shame-
lessness. 

Alcibiades is placed in an even more controversial 
path between positive and negative features. He may 
indeed be ashamed in the presence of Socrates, but 
he is not ashamed enough, both due to his temper-
ament and his intoxicated state. He has embraced 
Socrates’ belief about the qualitative superiority of 
moral virtues over everything he pursues (wealth, 
honors, power, etc.), but he never adopted such a 
worldview as a basis for his own lifestyle.21 Even more 
importantly, Alcibiades’ shamelessness and the inap-
propriate way in which he approached the love he felt 
for Socrates elicit our doubts about the feasibility of 
the principles expressed by the rest of the banquet-
ers before his arrival about a moderate and virtuous 
love.

In a similar vein, the rest of the banqueters also 
prove to be incapable of securing the sobriety and 
self-control both of themselves and the banquet 
as a whole. While they had agreed upon not getting 
drunk, they are eventually swayed by Alcibiades and 
the other intruders and perpetrate something which 
the Athenian of the Laws would treat as a fl agrant 
mistake: they allow an intoxicated young man to take 
control of the banquet simply because he asks them 
to. One may reach the Athenian’s conclusion in the 
Laws: “for a commander of drunkards who was him-
self drunken, young, and foolish would be very lucky if 
he escaped doing some serious mischief” (640d5–7). 
Nowhere in his oeuvre is Plato more concentrated in 
his eą ort to dramatize the great suspensory power of 
men’s desires for earthly goods and the intoxication 
which infl ames these desires, at the expense of men’s 
eą orts to pursue the divine virtues of their souls.22

Apart from the Athenian’s normative agenda 
about banquets, the very context in which he plac-
es his speculations on self-control and shameless-
ness may also shed light on an unnoticed function 
of Alcibiades’ praise of Socrates’ moderation. In the 
Laws, the conversation about parties emerges from 
the Athenian’s and his friends’ discussion about the 
nature of courage. After he and his companions have 
defi ned courage as one’s ability to endure the fear of 
one’s enemies and the hardships of war (Leg. 624a1–
634d3), the Athenian proceeds with the following 
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objection: while Sparta and the Cretan societies have 
established many institutions that help the citizens 
develop their courage in war, they lack activities 
which would train the youth to confront their inter-
nal enemies, i.e. their desires and pleasures. For the 
Athenian, the self-control with which men patiently 
resist their passions is part of their courage. In this 
respect, activities like banquets enhance, through in-
toxication, men’s vulnerability to pleasures and thus, 
in a way, serve as battlefi elds equally as dangerous 
as the real ones, where the fi ght is not against exter-
nal enemies but against the internal enemies of their 
souls (Leg. 634d3–650b10). 

In his praise of Socrates in the Symposium, 
Alcibiades, apart from presenting Socrates as the 
ideal beloved we read of in Diotima’s analysis,23 also 
proceeds with a similar parallelization between the 
temptations lurking in a banquet and the enemies in 
a battle. After his story about Socrates’ self-control 
in the face of his sexual siege (Symp. 216c4–219e5), 
Alcibiades completes Socrates’ portrait in a way that 
is reminiscent of the Athenian’s twofold defi nition 
of courage. Alcibiades starts narrating Socrates’ 
extraordinary feats during certain military enterprises, 
feats which demonstrate Socrates’ ability to endure 
both the hardships of war and the temptations of 
banquets (Symp. 219e5–221c1). Socrates is presented 
as enduring the labors, hunger and cold more than 
anyone else (Symp. 219e7–220a1); he demonstrates 
an admirable courage and eagerness for self-sacrifi ce 
at the battles of Potidaea and Delium (220d5–221c1). 
Alcibiades markedly associates Socrates’ attitude 
in war with his mentality in common meals during 
expeditions (220a1–6). For it was only Socrates who 
avoided drinking, and whenever he could not avoid it, 
he did not get drunk. Both Socrates’ resistance to his 
desire for Alcibiades and his moderation regarding 
battles and the temptations of common meals are 
described as emerging from the virtue of endurance 
(220a1: τοῖς πόνοις […] ἐπὶ στρατείας […] ἀσιτεῖν […] 
καρτερεῖν; 220a6: τὰς τοῦ χειμῶνος καρτερήσεις; cfr. 
Leg. 633b6–c7 on endurance as a distinctive feature 
of courage, καρτερήσεις τῶν ἀλγηδόνων […] ἔν ταὶς […] 
χερσὶ μάχαις … διὰ πολλῶν πληγῶν […] πολύπονος 
πρὸς τὰς καρτερήσεις, χειμώνων). The patience, self-
control and courage with which he faces his enemies, 
and the hardships of war foreshadow the self-control 
with which he resists and overcomes the hardships/

temptations of the banquet.24 And in both cases 
he succeeds in escaping victorious. Just as in the 
Laws, in the Symposium Plato treats self-control 
towards the temptations of wine consumption and 
the pleasures of a banquet as something which goes 
hand in hand with and therefore should be examined 
together with patience and endurance when faced 
with enemies and the hardships of war.
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Țș Bury 1909: lx1; Hunter 2004: 42; Goeken 2022: 66–71. 

ȚȚ See, e.g., Bury’s (1909, xxiii) that this interlude “calls for no special 
remark”. But see Emlyn-Jones 2004.

Țț On Alcibiades’ shamelessness and his shame towards Socrates, 
see principally Berg’s (2010) excellent monograph. See also Hamilton 
1951: 10; Scott 2000; Berg 2010; Bolzani Filho 2012; Edmunds 2017; 
Bonnemaison 2022. 

ȚȜ Cfr. Berg 2010: 133–149.

Țȝ On this reaction of Alcibiades, cfr. Bury 1909: lxi, who associates it 
with 178d (see, above, n. 7).

ȚȞ Hunter (2004: 24) relates this passage to Leg. 730b and 874a as 
well as Rep. 491c. Further parallels from the Republic and the Eu-
thydemus are mentioned by Sier 1997: 65, 132, n. 66, n. 277. 

Țȟ On the contrast between virtue and love of honor in the Symposi-
um, see Ågotnes 2019. For this element in both the Symposium and 
the Laws, see Scott, Welton 2008: 126–127.

ȚȠ On Alcibiades’ deifi cation of Socrates’ soul and the religious conno-
tations of his wording in these statements, see Reeve 2006; Petraki 
2022. 

Țȡ See, e.g., Bury 1909: ix–lxiv; Hamilton 1951: 12, 27; Buchner 1965; 
Waterfi eld 1994: XVIII; Hunter 2004: 42–53; Blondell 2006; Un-
gefeh-Kortus 2006; SheĆ  eld 2008: VIII–XXVIII; Pietsch 2012; Wardy 
2012; Reid 2017; Goeken 2022: 71–79.

ȚȢ See Reid 2017; Brophy 2020.

țș Hunter 2004: 32. Scolan (2007, 213–220, 229–238) arguments on 
why Socrates is the ideal guest at a party.

țȚ Berg 2010: 133–149.

țț Cfr. Johnson 1998, who argues that the Symposium transfers the 
reader from the world of the Ideas to the sensible world.

țȜ Bury 1932: lx–lxii; Hamilton 1951: 27; Edmonds 2000; Scott 2000; 
SheĆ  eld 2001; Cornelli 2012; Destrée 2012; Ford 2017.

țȝ Hunter 2004.
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